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Prologue 


Daggerman 


Durk left the docks and the dirty barge behind. Oblivious to his salty 
scent of fish and sweat, the owned assassin made his way up through 
the River District and into the capital city of Colivar. The trip upstream 
from the coastal city of Southport took a torturous fortnight to travel the 
two hundred miles, and he was sure that he could have walked it in 
half that time. 

From his perch in the barge’s bow, Durk had often imagined 
shooting the plodding tow team dead, one by one, with his trusted 
crossbow in hopes that the barge owner would buy a younger, faster 
set of mules. Fortunately for Durk, his crossbow remained packed 
away below decks, and knowing the consequences of a failed mission 
kept him in good graces with the shipping company. 

Maidenhall was a city of many faces, the riverfront docks being one 
with an organic perfume. Stevedores and river crews plied their skills 
to exchange cargo in all shapes, sizes, and scents: livestock, barrels of 
grain and fish, casks of ale, oil, and spirits, passengers, wood, textiles, 
and leather, to name a few. The workers of this district tended to live 
south across the Barrens Bridge on the Bull River's far side, an area 
famous for its laundries. 

Hefting his heavy pack, Durk wended his way through the narrow 
streets en route to his meeting in one of the more mundane areas of 
Maidenhall. Entering ahead of the dinner crowd, he found a secluded 
table at the Loaded Wagon Inn, a local favorite on the edge of the 
Warehouse district, and ordered an ale or three while he waited. It 
wasn’t until night had fully descended that a woman in a long, hooded 


cloak approached his table. She was unremarkable in all ways except 
for her eyes, which were mismatched in color, one sky blue, one milky 
white. 

“My regards to Boss Sarpa,” she said, taking a seat. “We are eager 
to conclude our business with the Coven.” 

Durk didn’t object to the newcomer’s presence, but he didn't like it 
either. She didn’t smell right and her self-assurance, her pretense of 
complete control, clashed with his present situation. 

“Sarpa wasn’t given a choice, from what | hear, and I’m not so 
eager to please,” he replied. 

“Come now; the contract is signed. We’re on the same side here. 
I've even brought you a bonus,” she said, sliding a dark sheath across 
the table. 

Durk eyed the ornate dagger hilt with suspicion. “What’s this? My 
payment is due in Royal gold marks, not antiques.” 

“Coin, of course, | wouldn’t forget.” She handed him a heavy pouch. 
“| offer the knife as a gift, that it might be sold back to us for an even 
larger reward, but only if you use it to kill the mark.” 

Durk scowled at the woman’s new proposal. “Why don’t you use it? 
You know my weapon is the crossbow. You should have asked Sarpa 
for a daggerman to do the job.” 

“The last daggerman sent was caught and executed in Stonnberg. 
Sarpa said you were more than capable,” she goaded him. 

Durk was tiring quickly of the woman’s games. “I’m plenty capable 
but with my weapon. If you had offered me another crossbow, | still 
wouldn't use it.” 

“?m not so thick as to suggest otherwise,” she said. 
“Use your crossbow, but if you get the chance, use the dagger before 
they draw their last breath. Certainly, you can disable as easily as kill, 
no?” 

“Is the mark guarded?” Durk damn well knew the answer to that. 

“Of course, heavily. But the target is young and won't have the 
experience needed to avoid someone of your skills.” The woman stood 
to leave. “The offer is before you. You have been paid. If you ever 
want to be free of Sarpa, you know what you need to do.” 

Durk thought about that for the time it takes to drink yet another ale, 


and he left in search of a daggerman. 


Chapter 1 


Road to Stonnberg 


After saying goodbye for the second time in two months, | was ina 
dark mood as we saddled up that morning. Cat stood with me, misty- 
eyed, yet determined not to cry. Who was she kidding? 

The inherent connection between Cat and | left us both feeling a 
double dose of misery. | had known Cat for eleven of my eighteen 
years, ever since she was a toddling one-year-old that I’d found trying 
to swim in the town’s fountain. Now, more than anyone | knew, she 
was a focus, a catalyst for my life and work. | hated to leave her behind 
but expected the girl to be safer here in Lockrun with her father than on 
the road with my young company of sentinels. Knowing that the 
demons could make yet another attack, I'd do everything possible to 
make the frontier city more secure. 

Sister Kay would say that Cat is twelve going on thirty, and having 
seen Cat’s clear sight abilities begin to manifest, | understood how that 
could be the case. She had experienced more than her sheltered 
years should have allowed. It was my goal to allow her young age to 
catch up with the rest of her life. 

In our relief, Duke Ragir of Stonnberg had sent a full company of 
infantry and a medical troop to help the city of Lockrun regain its 
footing after a small demon incursion had almost destroyed the town 
on the northeast edge of Colivar. A fortnight of hard work by my Vigil 
company plus a score of young sentinel-adepts from the Order of the 
Vigil had held things together until the duke’s reinforcements 
appeared. The destruction of the demons in and around Lockrun had 
been the relatively easy part, happening on the night we’d first arrived. 


Dealing with the aftermath in Lockrun and the political ramifications 
across the Realm would be a tougher challenge. 

The sentinel-adepts would remain in this out of the way city, 
permanently garrisoned in Lockrun at the duke’s expense until the 
Order was satisfied that the city of Lockrun was no longer a target. | 
would be difficult to convince on that front, having experienced both 
recent attacks on my hometown. 

In the meantime, we’d be escorting Sentinel-Captain Glenn and 
Inquisitor Loeb, senior officers in Vigil Snow’s company, down to the 
regional capital of Stonnberg where we’d meet with the duke. While 
there, | intended to recruit a Paladin or two for Lockrun. Having some 
real experience and leadership on hand would be worth far more to 
Lockrun than twenty sentinel-adepts. 

Paladins were the elite, heavily armed and armored, shock troops of 
the Order of the Vigil. Their select nature was such that they 
considered themselves a separate Brotherhood of the Order. By my 
experience, I’d put them up against the Hell-knight class of demons, 
and they would be more than capable of handling any lesser demons 
that might find their way into the city. | had met a Paladin when | was 
recruited into the Order during the larger Lockrun campaign a few 
months ago, and | was plenty impressed with him at the time, even if 
the feeling wasn’t mutual. 

With its saddle in place, Daur, my black gelding, danced sideways, 
itching to hit the road. | couldn’t delay any further. | gave my company, 
Company Storm, the nod to mount up. 

Touching my chest, | gave Cat a small bow before pulling myself up 
into the saddle. | would feel her presence with me and see her face far 
down the road. As my team trotted out of the western gate, only Raven 
waited at my side. She knew the feeling of distant disconnections 
better than | and carried her sorrow as a reminder for us both. 

If only empathy was a cure for a broken heart. 

“Never gets any easier,” | whispered as we left, the morning sun 
sitting warmly upon our backs. 

HEE 

Mott Duncan, my sentinel-scout, had ridden out ahead of us, 

carrying urgent dispatches back to Duke Ragir and Vigil Snow. We 


would link up with Mott as we reached Stonnberg before traveling 
south to Maidenhall, the Capital of the Kingdom of Colivar. 

As we traveled west, the company trained and bonded as a small 
team, except for Inquisitor Loeb, who remained uncomfortably aloof 
throughout the trip. A middle-aged man of average build, he wore 
plain, comfortable riding clothes and carried a gaze of intense scrutiny 
wherever he went. His position in the Order as inquisitor for Vigil Snow 
and his honed perception for corruption left me wondering what he 
thought about my abilities and plans. Being new to the Order of the 
Vigil, | held my cards close to my vest. As Vigil Ara Storm, the 
youngest of the vigils for the Realm of Colivar, | was allowed. 

“Five Hell-knights?” said Captain Glenn, looking to shorten our ride 
down to Stonnberg. “With one arm in a sling?” 

My little group of sentinels and dark elves hadn’t heard the whole 
story, and | could see their horses ease up. Sergeant Gregor Volk led 
my detachment of four young but capable sentinels. He was a stalwart 
veteran of the eastern wetlands, fighting under Vigil Akila Thorn. His 
hard-nosed training and experience, none of which | could offer my 
company, were already rubbing off on my skilled sentinels. Even Keil 
Martell showed progress, and | owed Vigil Thorn big time for loaning 
me Volk. 

“| was extremely motivated and had my second on hand to even the 
odds,” | replied, reaching out for Raven, who was riding close at my 
side. “If you ask me, there were too many fiends to fit properly in that 
Hellish cave. In confined spaces, their wicked, long hellswords tend to 
dismember each other as easily as their foes. | just had to make sure 
they got in each other’s way and be quick about it.” 

“Speaking of quick, Sergeant Masterson says you fight like a 
demon,” Inquisitor Loeb cut in. “Says you fought three of his best 
recruits at once and beat them down in less than a minute.” 

Sergeant Caleb Masterson ran the sentinel recruit training for Vigil 
Snow up in the northern city of Berykholt. Masterson had the 
personality of an angry bumblebee, but we seemed to get along. With 
his one remaining eye, he was irascible, yet more perceptive than 
most. 

“One of those best recruits is riding directly in front of us,” | said, 


pointing out Sentinel Brandon Hicks and doing my best to divert the 
focus of the inquisitor. “Hicks almost took my head off that day before | 
got inside his guard. He also took the heads off two actual demons 
during our advance into the Valley of Bastian.” 

We had never shared many of the details of that trip north into the 
Everest Range. It was a brutal, fast trek ending in a screen of rogue 
demons. Though only eighteen like me, Hicks had razor-sharp skills, 
and Gunner Trew, a burly, proficient twenty-year-old, had watched my 
back while | watched theirs. They’d each gotten their first demon kills 
and had shown the necessary discipline to carry on through the terror 
and menace that the Hellspawn could dole out. We'd built up a 
significant level of trust on that trip and wouldn’t have survived it 
otherwise. 

“Did Sergeant Masterson mention that Ara was unarmed when he 
fought us in that training match?” Hicks remarked. “He moved 
instinctively, faster than any of us expected, and used our position and 
balance against us. He dropped us all in less than a thirty count. | bet 
he did the same against those five Hell-knights.” 

Did | mention Hicks was one of the most perceptive of my team? 

Raven, my half-elf beauty, being as clever as she was fierce, rode 
beside me with a silent smirk on her face. Her long black hair and 
dusky complexion highlighted her deep red lips and bright gray eyes. 
She’d seen the truth in Hicks’ words firsthand when we’d fought to 
destroy that demonic altar a few miles outside of Lockrun. The hidden 
fact that | carried an imbued broadsword and dagger, weapons from 
Hell that hastened the killing of demons, was a big help too. 

| heard Yseria sigh behind me. She rode beside Andarion, our two 
dark elf bodyguards bringing up the rear of the group. Yser was tall for 
a dark elf, but still a few inches shorter than Raven. She had wavy 
white hair and slightly darker skin than my betrothed. Exotic and lithe 
didn’t even begin to describe her. Yser was the only one present to 
have seen the aftermath of both of my ventures beneath the ground. 
The Hell-caves hosted some insanely tough demons in wicked 
combinations. In both cases, | came out far more damaged than | went 
in. 

Fortunately, I’m an avid healer. On the other hand, Yser and Rae 


both carry their deeper scars on the inside, and, as is usual for dark 
elves, their hearts are far slower to mend. 

Almost frustratingly so. 

Inquisitor Loeb has attributed my empathic abilities to a form of 
supernatural clear sight. With it, | perceive the pain and intense 
feelings of those around me. | also seem to draw power from the 
destruction of Infernal enemies, culminating in a form of battle rage. 

Loeb was gifted with his own form of clear sight, able to see 
corruption and pain where others could not. It made him a great doctor 
and an even better inquisitor for the Order of the Vigil. He could sense 
the demonic origin of the fang attached to my war-blade merely by 
smelling it. The six-inch-long tooth had belonged to a Kjaira, a death- 
demon that had crossed over into our world from Hell. My glaive, which 
was acquired later, under the Bastian Mountains, was a different story. 
That ancient blade was originally forged in this world, not Hell, and 
even though it held a demonic soul, only those sensitive to magic 
seemed to notice. The dark elves and their shamans noticed it 
immediately upon seeing it. Still, to Loeb, it was only an ancient 
broadsword, and | was only one of five vigils of Colivar, not a weapon 
gifted by the Powers of Hell. 

“Yser, when we make camp tonight, would you show Keil how to 
use a sword.” | hoped that would move the conversation away from me 
and into something more useful. 

The most surprising part of our week-long journey down to 
Stonnberg was the silence of Keil Martell, who rode along next to his 
younger brother Sevin. Both had completed their sentinel recruit 
training back in the spring. Sevin, a stronger, dark-haired version of his 
older brother, was a determined, quiet hand and an expert at fighting 
with a sentinel heavy axe. Much like Gunner, he had been the alpha of 
his sentinel recruitment class. Sevin’s older brother Keil was a sandy- 
blonde twenty-year-old with a wry smile and a tendency to swing first 
with his tongue, especially if there were women around. Sevin had the 
chance to put down a nasty spider-demon in Lockrun and didn’t 
hesitate to finish the job. The fact that he was stepping in to protect his 
older brother at the time might have had a more significant impact than 
Volk or | first thought. 


Captain Glenn would say that attacking with an axe is all about 
momentum. Well, Keil had lost his momentum during the fight in 
Lockrun, his first face to face encounter with entities of Unreality. 
Usually a fountain of confidence, he had taken on a more pensive, 
anxious mood. On our journey up to Lockrun a fortnight earlier, Keil 
couldn’t stop himself from flirting with Yseria to the point where | 
worried about his safety. Tread lightly around deadly duelists and all 
that, but the young sentinel hadn’t been bothered by the black blade 
across Yser’s back or the look of disinterest on her face. Now, | was 
wondering if he’d ever talk to her again. 

Yseria Warric had issues of her own to face. Being the last of her 
dark elf line, she carried grief in an open challenge to all those around 
her. For her, having a distraction like Keil to balance things out was a 
good thing, and, like | said, there’s nothing like the road to bond with 
one’s companions. 

“Ara, why don’t you show me how you use your sword?” Yser 
countered. 

Ouch. | really should have seen that one coming. Yser had fast 
become one of my dearest friends, regardless of the bond that Raven 
and | shared, and she exhibited a certain unkempt candor around me. 

Raven glanced back over her shoulder at that comment, giving Yser 
a be careful what you ask for look. Yser shrugged with a grin. By the 
time we reached our final campsite, | had a clear, if misguided, idea of 
what training would be like that evening. 

Only one person in my crew had gone down a Hellhole to fight 
alongside me, and for that reason, Raven was my second. Sure, it 
helped that Rae and | were also betrothed, but trust was built, not 
gifted by an Elven King. This fact left my bodyguard Yseria as the 
target of my training lesson. I’d grown fond of her and cared for her 
deeply, but | had a vital experience to share with the company. Much 
like Keil, Yser continued to suffer from her first battle with the demon- 
kind a couple of years ago, and some things are better shown than 
described. 

Divine forgive me. 

After getting the horses cleaned, fed, and watered, | drew a large 
circle in the dirt. The late summer day still offered us plenty of light. | 


was taking a page out of Caleb Masterson’s book about training as you 
would fight. 

“Yseria, please step into the circle and bring your black blade,” | 
said, unstrapping my armor and vambraces. Being our last night on the 
road before Stonnberg, | wanted to make a deep impression. “The goal 
here is to remain in the circle and subdue your opponent. If you leave 
the circle, you lose.” 

| wasn’t a dueler. My primary talent was killing Hellspoawn. On any 
given night, Raven, Andarion, or Yseria could probably wipe the 
ground with me in a one-on-one duel. But tonight, | fought dirty. | 
fought like a demon. Feth me. 

Turning to Raven, | leaned in for a short kiss to ramp up my heart 
rate and let her know that | was about to push my limits. | removed my 
armor and walked into the circle. 

“What do | get if | win?” | said, looking to Yser. 

“Anything you want,” she said with her usual confidence. 

Intriguing. 

| pulled off my undershirt and threw it to Keil, making sure that he 
was paying attention. Nobody said a word, but | felt the varied 
reactions of my crew as they took in the sight of my torso. My skin 
carried a raft of angry scars, including the branding marks of a vigil 
raised in red, front and back. The group’s emotions ranged from pity to 
disgust and even fear, all of it feeding my dark hunger. Raven 
controlled her surprise at my little exhibition, but | could feel her 
growing unease. 

Lifting Exile, my broadsword, | pointed it toward Yseria. “Do you like 
what you see?” | spoke, tasting her shock and confusion. 

She completely missed the challenge in my voice. Yseria had seen 
my scars before but never confronted what they meant to her and how 
they ignited the pain and fear that she carried. She’d never felt the bite 
of a fang or blade. 

| stepped forward. 

Yseria stepped back. 

The monster in me stepped forward, pushing its dark presence into 
the circle. 

Saints forgive me. 


“Where were you when the demon attacked? Where were you, 
Yser, when Jordarion fell?” | struck at her weakness and pulled at her 
isolation, shame, and loss, tugging mercilessly on the black thoughts 
and the wounds within her. 

My words were harsh, and my eyes leaked as my Vigil scars started 
to burn in a sadistic warning. Shame flared up within me. The monster 
pushed it down, pulling in and devouring Yser’s dark emotions instead. 

Another step forward, another back. 

“Care to give me one more scar?” | asked, dropping my weapon on 
the ground at her feet. “A friendly reminder of our time together?” 

Yseria retreated further, unable to look at me. She’d backed entirely 
out of the circle. | wished she would cut me and slay the inner demons 
that plagued us both. | pointed to the ground, to the line she had 
crossed, but thankfully, neither of us could speak. 

A miasma of evil, pure, dark evil had saturated the circle. 

“You do fight like a demon, boy,” Loeb yelled in a disgusted tone. 
With his comment, he somehow broke the dark, twisted spell that had 
descended upon us all. 

That was the hidden lesson, for me and everyone around me, that | 
was a monster who could cast Hell upon them with my intent as easily 
as my sword. | was Firefanged and yet still unsure what the Infernal 
title meant or how to survive it. 

| searched for Yseria, following the tear tracks on her face. She 
leaned against walls of grief and confusion. The moment had gone 
further and darker than I'd intended. She had no warning, no chance to 
defend herself against my hideous attack, and I’d struck her heart, her 
long-broken heart, with tendrils of dark thought. 

Feth me. 

Looking to Loeb and then the rest, | steeled my voice, “Hell’s rage 
extends long past its teeth and claws and can dominate long after its 
physical presence has evaporated. Everyone must be ready for it.” 

Lesson almost over, | turned back to collect my shirt. | received a 
right hook to the jaw, knocking me clean out of the circle and onto my 
back. My shirt followed me a moment later. 

“| beg your pardon, Vigil.” Keil walked off to check on Yseria. 

Raven came over to look at me, carrying a bucket of reproach. | 


figured I’d do my best by sitting on the ground, waiting until my head 
stopped spinning, and heck, the worst she could do was kick me down 
here. 

Rae picked up my shirt and dragged it over my head as if | were a 
simple toddler. “Your lesson over?” 

It took me a five count to recall the lesson and the reason for it. “Will 
| ever again be able to beat Yser or you or anyone else in the company 
that way?” | replied. 

She shook her head, “Probably not.” 

“Then | doubt a demon will be able to do it either. Is Keil still talking 
to her?” 

She nodded. 

“Good, then lesson over,” | concluded. 

Rae stood silently nearby, waiting for me to fully return to my 
senses. 

“You could feel it,” | stated, not really a question. While | was in the 
circle, | had noticed Raven's intense fear of me. 

Rae touched her chest, where her Ylamil Royal amulet rested. “Of 
course, and I’d be happy if you wouldn’t do that again. Ever.” 

| nodded in agreement, “Would you please help me up. I’ve got the 
first watch tonight—with Yser.” 

“Good luck with that,” said Rae. 


Bar Sinister 


On Notice 


Leaning heavily against the bar, | wondered out loud, “Is it me, or 
are the drinks here getting stronger?” 

“Getting a bit headier, aren’t they?” replied Memet, from the far end 
of the counter. 

“And | suppose we have you to thank for that,” said Rei-Seeck, 
leaning my way. “Still missing that sword, are you?” 

“What would you know about my sword?” | said. 

“| Know that we're all waiting for it to appear,” she purred. 

“Are you now? Well, the show is about to begin, so you’d better refill 
that drink of yours and stay close. | expect to have the hero’s role.” 


Chapter 2 


Paladins 


Not having an appetite for dinner with the rest of the crew, | decided 
to take a walk. The lingering pain of fire on my breast was a welcome 
distraction from the shame | felt as | patrolled around another of the 
duke’s permanent military campgrounds. This particular campsite, less 
than a day’s ride from Stonnberg, was empty save for us, and | didn’t 
sense any threats prowling near or far. It seemed that | would always 
have plenty of demons to fight in this job, even if | carried my own 
supply. 

| had avoided the stare of Inquisitor Loeb, not wanting to kindle any 
more difficult discussions or reports back to Vigil Snow. | hadn't 
intended to create such a heavy pall during the training session, 
knowing Loeb would surely feel it. Ironically, | was trying to shed some 
light on the damage done to our souls by the intruders from Hell and 
show how important it was for us to overcome it. 

Feth, but one of us was new at being a Vigil. 

The peaceful tone of natural darkness descended over the camp. 
Heading back, | could see everyone bedded down in the open. Rae 
had found a safe spot in the middle next to her older cousin Andarion. 

Andy was more like an uncle and a surrogate mother for Rae and 
me, and his loyal, light-hearted attitude was a welcome fit for Raven 
and our team. He had helped raise Raven after her mother died when 
Rae was only one year old, and, as an instructor for the Bastian Royal 
Guard, he had a lethal reputation with a blade. We’d be trading the 
watch with the two halfway through the night. 

Yseria walked in my direction, and | was glad for the shadows 


around us. 

“Lift up your shirt,” she said in a quiet voice. 

| complied. 

Yser touched the branding scar on my breast, gently rubbing its 
outline of an eye within a sun. She walked around behind me and did 
the same, applying a balm to the raw scar on my shoulder blade. 

My flesh cooled immediately. 

“And my jaw?” | said, holding back a grin. 

She smiled, reaching up to caress the side of my chin. Her touch 
lingered. 

| reached for her hand and kissed it gently. “Thank you for that, but 
you still owe me from earlier, anything | want, right?” 

Yser remained silent, nodding, looking into my shadow-rimmed 
eyes. 

“Your forgiveness,” | said. “That’s all | want right now.” 

“And what about Keil?” She was concerned for the brash young 
man. 

“lll thank him in the morning.” 

HHH 

The following day, we found Mott Duncan waiting on the outskirts of 
the duke’s city. The warm afternoon air churned with road dust and the 
lingering scent of thousands. Mott’s perceptive gray eyes placed him in 
his early thirties, while his marble gray beard and bald head made him 
look at least ten years older. The seasoned scout was ready to guide 
us through to the duke’s compound in the heart of Stonnberg. 

“Safe trip down, | hope,” said Mott, obviously noticing the bruise on 
my jaw. 

“Thankfully quiet. No assassins or evil couriers lurking in the night 
this time,” | replied. “Training got a little carried away for me last night, 
and | ran into Keil’s fist with my face.” 

Mott smiled uncertainly. “Well, let's hope you didn’t hurt his hand 
too badly.” 

“He’s likely to recover, I’m told.” | looked over at Keil. 

He nodded back. 

We had squared things earlier that day before hitting the road, and 
the unfledged sentinel was growing in my esteem. 


Mott’s face held a look of concern as he glanced over my shoulder. 
| could easily guess at the worried expression that Andarion was 
sharing with our company’s scout at that moment. 

“Good, well, let’s get rolling,” said Mott. “Next stop is the Duke’s 
Hold.” 

Still a mile from the city center, we were met at the city’s eastern 
gate by a detachment of the duke’s Archers. 

Stonnberg boasted an expanding outer ring of houses and small 
businesses, then an exterior wall with numerous gates, which were 
kept open around the clock. Inside that were the more permanent 
structures, residences, and the oldest firms of the city. 

The Duke’s Hold had a tall curtain wall. It sat adjacent to the military 
district and the block dedicated to the City Watch. Several broad 
avenues bisected the city, north to south, and east to west, allowing 
the natural flow of traffic out west to the coast or south toward the 
capital of Maidenhall. 

Upon reaching the security of the Duke’s Hold, we met Meryl Snow, 
son of Vigil Snow. Meryl spoke with Captain Glenn and Doctor Loeb, 
explaining an urgent situation in Berykholt, and we said our goodbyes 
right there. | breathed a sigh of relief at the departure of the seasoned 
men along with their high expectations. 

Meryl Snow directed us to rooms at the small yet comfortable Vigil’s 
Keep, where we could clean up before meeting Duke Ragir later that 
afternoon. We’d seen Meryl at the sentinel promotion ceremony the 
previous month up in Berykholt. His slender frame and _ friendly 
demeanor quickly put everyone at ease. 

“May | call you Ara?” Meryl was ever the diplomat. 

| was simply Ara, a friend to his sister, before my Ascension to Vigil, 
and | didn’t see any need to complicate things. “Of course. Any word 
from Lynda? We all left quite abruptly last time and never had the 
chance for a proper goodbye.” 

“Lynda sends her regards and misses your company. She asked 
me to remind you that she will soon be of age to leave the Berykholt 
nest, and as a vigil, you will require a suitable representative at the 
court of your sponsor, be it the King or a duke.” 

Having Lord Snow's level-headed daughter as part of Company 


Storm would do me a world of good. Besides her long-taught 
diplomatic skills, Lynda had a way of keeping me grounded, and | 
didn’t mind the sight of her dazzling green eyes. 

“Meryl, I’m quite keen on the idea,” | said. “While being sound 
where things demonic are concerned, | find myself sorely lacking in so 
many other aspects, especially those of a political nature. Besides 
meeting the duke on some urgent matters today, is there anything else 
| should be doing while I’m here in Stonnberg?” 

“Have you met with the local Arm of the Paladins yet?” he replied. 

| shook my head, remembering Lockrun’s need for serious support. 

“Unlike the sentinel-scouts, which operate more closely with the 
vigils and their wardens, the Paladins tend to come only when properly 
called,” he explained. “Something about being able to kill a Hell-knight 
seems to get them all high and mighty, but please don’t tell them | said 
that. Anyway, as an Order resource, they are only second to our vigils 
and can be invaluable if you have them on your side. Duke Ragir 
keeps them well fed here, just in case.” 

Just in case the Order fails in their front-line mission of Keeping the 
hordes at bay, having a backup plan on hand made good sense. 

“Let’s put that on the schedule for tomorrow. I’m guessing that Vigil 
Snow has never destroyed a Hell-knight, has he?” 

“Only Vigil Thorn, and only once, | am told, at the end of a small 
horde battle. As a vigil, my father is far better known for his long- 
seeing eye and his stout heart than his axe,” said Meryl. “Besides, he 
would never think to risk a vigil for such a dangerous task when a 
Paladin is available to do his bidding in a more efficient manner.” 

“Then | should have plenty to discuss with the Paladins. How do | 
go about meeting them? Must | request a meeting ahead of time? Or 
can we just show up?” | wondered. 

“| will send over a request today. We wouldn’t want the Paladins to 
pretend that they are indisposed when you arrive tomorrow at Cutter 
Hall. In the meantime, we’ve got that meeting with the duke. Please 
ask Raven to join us and include your bodyguards. | take it that they’re 
doing their jobs well.” Meryl rubbed his jaw. 

| was never living that bruise down, but | knew that | deserved 
whatever grief | got for it. 


“Well enough,” | said. 

Meryl offered a wry grin. “And how is the lovely Yseria?” 

One could certainly tell that he and Lynda were related. | ignored 
his last question. 

Hitt 

We entered the duke’s meeting hall that evening, cleaned and well- 
dressed after a week on the road from Lockrun. A tall, middle-aged 
gentleman named Sir Robin Sinclair greeted us. He wore a short 
sword and a dagger, backed by an eager, twelve-year-old page named 
Harlan Kitchens, who also carried a short blade. | was used to the 
weapon-laden Order of the Vigil in the bustling border towns of Colivar 
but was surprised to see a similar self-protective fashion here in the 
civilized city of Stonnberg. 

Sir Sinclair explained, “Il am one of the duke’s liegemen, a distant 
cousin, born and raised at court in Stonnberg. The duke has assigned 
me to your service while your company maintains a presence in his 
city. If you have any questions or concerns, | am here to serve.” 

And to keep an eye on Vigil Storm. 

“Do all persons at court go about armed?” | pointed to his weapons. 

“Please know that the uncivil wars for power in Colivar remain in full 
swing. As the newest vigil, you are, by simply being, a catalyst for 
trouble. | am glad to see that you have your bodyguards and arms with 
you. Be ever alert,” he answered in a perfectly cordial tone. “Harlan 
here is the son of the King’s Master of Horses. Lord Kitchens manages 
a rather large estate and horse farm a short distance from the Capital. 
As an outsider here, Harlan has developed a great eye for the many 
intrigues surrounding the duke.” 

“Well met, Master Kitchens,” | replied, introducing Raven and my 
bodyguards. Harlan’s sandy-brown hair and quick smile put us all at 
ease, and the dark elves gathered most of his attention. Bastian, the 
elven city-state in the upper Everest mountains, was a reclusive realm. 
As such, dark elves were a rare sight around Stonnberg. 

“Sir Sinclair, will we have a chance for a discreet meeting with the 
duke? What | must share fits well with your mention of uncivil war,” | 
asked, feeling the comforting weight of Exile high across my back. My 
imbued fang-blade, Fei-Krull, sat lightly below it. 


“| will see to it,” he said. “Master Harlan, please lead the way.” 

After giving me a short bow, the young page strode down the hall. 
We had nothing to do but follow him into the duke’s presence at the far 
end of a crowded reception room. | immediately felt glad that we had 
taken the time to bathe and change from our travel kit. All those 
present wore trappings far above my humble attire, and | caught the 
eye of more than one curious onlooker, each a predator in their own 
political way. 

Kitchens announced us to the large room, “Lord Ragir, may | 
present Vigil Ara Storm and his escort.” 

At this, | burst out laughing, grabbing Raven’s hand, and kissing it. 
She smiled brightly in return at our inside joke. 

“Harlan, it seems that you have things backward,” | said. 

Duke Ragir approached us, smiling. “Vigil Storm is correct, Harlan, 
for if my memory serves, he is the consort of the lovely Princess of 
Bastian, Raven Ylamil. Welcome to Stonnberg, Princess Ylamil and 
Vigil Storm.” 

The duke offered a small bow to both of us, which we returned in 
kind. 

“Well met, Duke Ragir,” | said. “We are here to report on recent 
events and sinister findings around your holding of Lockrun.” 

We had the full attention of Ragir, Sinclair, and the rest of the hall. 

“Let us step into the private hall for this conversation,” said the 
duke. “Please bring your bodyguards.” 

The duke employed a mean-looking pair of bodyguards, and I'd 
never met them by name. They each gave me a sense of professional 
coldness, showing a complete lack of malice or goodwill. In a way, it 
was comforting having them around as they didn’t distract me with any 
louder emotions. 

We began our private discussion by confirming the demonic nature 
of the incursion at Lockrun and showing a wooden relic, the altarpiece 
that we retrieved from the Hell-cave near there. 

“| will be requesting a Paladin presence in Lockrun to help protect 
against any more sudden incursions,” | said. 

“You may find your choices somewhat reduced. The news from 
Berykholt is that a similar demonic outbreak is suspected a day’s ride 


north of there. Vigil Snow is leading a force of sentinels into the 
mountains to block the passes and track down the portal cave.” 

| looked at Raven. She knew what | was thinking, and | could sense 
her unease. 

“| feel like | should be there,” | said to the duke. 

He replied, “Snow can handle it. We’ve sent a dozen Paladins 
under Davos Byrne for support. They’ve already departed from 
Stonnberg with Captain Glenn and Inquisitor Loeb this afternoon.” 

| explained my line of thought, “Those Hell-caves are made to 
hinder the Paladins’ size and armor. I'd say they'll be plenty effective 
against most of the fiends, especially the lizard-men, but | don’t know 
how they will maneuver against the faster Hell-knights in such a tight, 
hot space. The heat alone could cook them down in their heavy plate. 
Throw in a couple of dark-spiders hidden on the ceiling, and it’s a 
nightmare.” 

“Vigil Storm, | will not pretend to comprehend your business when it 
comes to countering the demons. Just know that a Vigil of your ability 
will always be in demand, and you will have to pick your battles, just as 
Snow picks his. Finding an answer to this Lockrun relic may help solve 
the recent outbreak of portals and avert an all-out war.” 

Or start one, | thought. “Inquisitor Loeb mentioned an Order 
resource called the Witches Divine in Maidenhall. I’m planning on 
heading south to the Capital once | get things sorted with a Paladin for 
Lockrun.” 

The duke replied, “I heard the Judge of Maidenhall has some 
interest in you. Sir Sinclair will escort you to Maidenhall when you are 
ready. He’ll be able to see you safely into the Royal District.” 

HEE 

The following morning, Sir Sinclair guided our company to the local 
Arm of the Paladins in Cutter Hall. The converted barracks was 
originally an infirmary for the Army but now comfortably housed a few 
dozen of the Order’s most skilled and dedicated warriors. At least that 
was what Sir Sinclair had told us. Meryl had filled me in on the 
discordant state of things in the Order of the Vigil and the apparent 
counter-productive attitude plaguing the Paladins. 

The current ranking member of the local Paladins—they were all 


considered alpha-level fighters—was Paladin Davos Byrne, the leader 
of the contingent currently on their way north to Berykholt. He was a 
no-nonsense sort, and he could be depended upon to get the job 
done. With Byrne out of town, that gave us the opportunity to dine with 
one Cynan Black. 

Paladin Black was aptly named. While his years defending the land 
from Hell’s dominion had honed his battle skills and confidence, his 
spirit carried an unhealthy crust, layers added by the pall of every dark 
incursion that he had ever fought. His eyes showed no fear, but he 
carried an aura of sadness and self-destruction as he walked forward 
to greet me on behalf of all the Brothers present. 

It jolted me. As | looked at Cynan, | was looking at my potential 
future self. The insistence of Vigil Snow that | surround myself with a 
loyal and dedicated company began to take on a new meaning. 
Black’s connection to the Paladins around him had deteriorated, 
perhaps as they noticed Black’s weakening hold on life. For an 
experienced Paladin still in his physical prime, it was an impending 
tragic loss for the Order. To me, it was a sickness needing a cure. 

Facing a similar challenge with Yseria, | had pushed too hard in 
trying to shatter her self-loathing and grief. I’d ignored her feelings and 
taken advantage of her vulnerability, following a shamefully poor path, 
and | vowed to avoid such ruinous behavior with anyone in my 
company. 

Struggling for balance, | reached out and held Raven’s hand. She 
had felt the tug on my heart but didn’t yet know the reason. Paladin 
Black perceived the gesture as a weakness, and | saw in him the keen 
eye of a predator. There was little doubt that he could teach me plenty 
about the finer points of killing Hellsoawn. His eyes missed nothing, 
except himself. 

Off duty, the Paladins relaxed in leathers or more comfortable 
garments for training and exercise. More than twenty of the sentinel’s 
best were present, and | took the time to meet each one. | liked them 
to a man, most healthy in their pure resolve, shielded in their 
demeanor. Their numerous demon kills shone brightly to my eyes. 
Thus, it puzzled me that they weren't more readily motivated to come 
out of their cocoon and support the Order, whenever or wherever the 


need arose. 

After introducing my entire team, we all sat down for an afternoon 
meal among the sizable warriors, with only Sergeant Volk looking as if 
he might belong. Raven sat to my left, Black on my right, with Andy 
and Yser directly across. 

Not knowing how to make small talk with these vaunted men, | dove 
right into the politics at hand, ruinous path be damned. 

“Having already met Paladin Byrne, I’m curious as to why he isn’t 
your second, Mr. Black, instead of the other way around.” My choice of 
topic and clear, confident tone silenced the room. 

While my presumption may have irked many of the fine warriors 
around us, that wasn’t half the point | was trying to make. The smallest 
nods of a few others confirmed that I’d hit the mark. 

“To be clear, your valor and deeds far out-rank any Paladin that I’ve 
ever met, including those of Davos Byrne,” | continued. “Yet, you only 
receive a token of the respect that is your due. Or haven't you 
noticed?” 

| Knew without a doubt that the perceptive Paladin had. His anger 
crept out of its cave now, and | could almost smell it on the dark-haired 
Paladin’s breath before he could reply. It was old, a fury that had gone 
stale and rotted. 

| latched onto it, and | pulled. 

“| only say this because of the little respect that | perceive you share 
with others of the Order. It looks like it’s been too long since you’ve 
met with a vigil,” | suggested. 

“And what would you even know about being a vigil?” he said, 
grinding his teeth together. “You look fresh off of your mother’s tit.” 

“At this point, not so much, but | would bet it’s more than you know 
about being a Paladin,” | replied, standing up and looking down at him 
in a blatant challenge. 

The room flooded with sensations of fire and ice, coming at me from 
all directions as the Chapter of Paladins took an instant dislike to my 
brassy attitude. Their troubled emotions fed me well. 

“Show us your valor, Mr. Black,” | spoke evenly, though I’m sure my 
words echoed through the hearts and the unclaimed greatness seated 
all around the dining hall. “I can’t seem to see it through the haze, and 


neither can your Brothers.” 

Shame sparked outward from the Paladin in question. | snatched it 
up, devoured it, and called for more. 

“You've killed dozens of demons and two Hell-knights in your 
fifteen-year career. Where did that leave you, Cynan Black?” 

More anger, frustration, and self-loathing bubbled forth from the 
man. | feasted, and an image came suddenly to my mind. 

“What was her name?” | mouthed slowly, reaching behind my back. 

Fury, now. Abject and delicious rage puckered itself across Paladin 
Black’s face. 

So close, | thought. 

“Why didn’t you save her, Cynan? She was yours to protect!” | 
yelled in his face, watching every word of it strike home. 

| gathered and threw my long-felt emptiness at growing up an 
orphan into the room around me. My scars flared with fire, and | bit my 
tongue. Smoke and iron pummeled my senses. 

As Black began to stand up, my internal dam broke in a blur. | drew 
Fei-Krull and slammed it through his left hand, pinning it to the wooden 
tabletop. A small stream of black smoke hissed from the wound, and 
he froze. Slowly, he sat back down, deflated. 

A cold calm had descended upon the room. In my mind’s eye, | 
watched the dark aura around Paladin Black disintegrate, being 
consumed by Fei-Krull. 

“How old was she?” | sat down beside him. My eyes still burned; my 
tongue bled. 

“Eleven.” He didn’t flinch as | swiftly removed my fang from the table 
and his hand. “Her name was Katie.” 

| fought hard against the urge to offer him the dagger to return the 
favor. Yser held out her hand instead, and | passed it over to her for 
safekeeping. 

“Who is your second here?” | asked Black. 

“Paladin Bengston manages the local Arm for both Brother Byrne 
and me.” 

“Great, then | hope he won't mind that | require your service. You 
will be leaving Stonnberg tomorrow and not coming back.” 


Chapter 3 
Road to Maidenhall 


The travel pack of Paladin Cynan Black carried a stack of heavy 
armor and two letters. The first letter was addressed to the Lord Mayor 
of Lockrun, requesting the care and housing for Lockrun’s new 
Paladin. It also put Cynan in charge of all the Order’s sentinels in the 
town and made it clear that his primary role was protecting Enricata 
Ramsey and the city. 

The second letter was addressed to the lord mayor's daughter, 
letting Cat know that she was responsible for the well-being of one 
Cynan Black, and could she please listen to him and not break him 
before | came back to see her. 

Cynan knew that my company and | would be riding away, south, 
likely into more trouble. His job was to head east and take up 
residence in Lockrun. He officially held the role of bodyguard for 
Enricata Ramsey, unaware that Cat was a valuable, yet secret, 
member of the Company of Vigil Ara Storm. It was best not to make 
that employment known outside of the Mayor and his only child. 
Anything he could do to help guarantee her survival was a good thing, 
in my opinion. Oh, and he would protect the town too. 

| have my priorities in good order. 

Hee 

After two more days in Stonnberg, building rapport with the duke 
and his entourage, we followed Sir Robin Sinclair and his page Harlan 
out of the city, allowing everyone to relax for once and enjoy the 
vibrant scenery of the Colivarian plains. Small lakes dotted the 
grasslands around us, interspersed with the rivers and streams that 


divided the landscape into sections of dark green forests and bright 
green farm fields. Small cities and towns adorned the sturdy bridges 
that we crossed as we rode the King’s Highway south through the 
heartland toward Maidenhall, the Seat of the King. 

Where Sir Sinclair was a bit dour, Harlan Kitchens brightened our 
ride with his banter. The tall, friendly youth made sure that our eyes 
caught all the landmarks to be seen, guiding our progress as cleanly 
as a King’s map. His excitement was a constant presence, and | 
wondered if | had the same view of the world when | was his age, all of 
six years ago. Probably not, but the world was still plenty exciting for 
me these days at the ripe old age of eighteen, and everything Harlan 
pointed out, | saw for the first time. 

We were five days out of Stonnberg, with two solid days of riding to 
go when we left Barringtown. The Misty Maiden Inn had offered a 
welcome night off the road, even if it meant a few more eyes noting the 
presence of a vigil on the King’s Highway. We kept up our security, 
posting night watches in the common dining room below. 

Raven and | took a needed night off, catching up on our sleep and 
bonding in other ways in the warmth of our room. These moments of 
intimacy offered us a rest that we couldn't find in any other way. Our 
amulets kept a subtle connection flowing between us, allowing me to 
feel like she was always beside me. Still, subtle can only go so far and 
certainly doesn’t capture the true intentions of our growing feelings for 
each other. 

As it was, we were the stragglers that morning, the last to saddle up 
as we hit the road shortly after dawn. Our bodyguards had ridden out a 
minute ahead of us, giving us a bit of additional time together before 
the road consumed us for another day. It was this small favor that 
preceded the attack and may have saved my life. 

On the south side of Barringtown was a long, low bridge over the 
steady Barring River, spanning a hundred yards or more. Being early, 
traffic on the bridge was light, and my group of riders was about to 
leave the bridge on the far side of the river. A tug of panic hit me, and | 
saw Harlan upfront, tilt in his saddle, and finally topple to the ground. 
Sinclair pulled up and hopped off his mount. | scanned the area 
looking for threats, only sensing anger, fear, and confusion. 


Sir Sinclair was waving behind him for help as Raven and | kicked 
our horses into a gallop, dodging a slow-moving cart as we pounded 
across the bridge. In moments we reached the far side where our team 
had surrounded Sinclair and Harlan. The page had a crossbow bolt 
jutting from his shoulder. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was 
shallow. 

“Shields up!” | yelled, pointing to the south, toward the wooded area 
where the assassin must have fired their weapon. 

Almost instantly, a loud bang sounded from Gunner’s shield, and a 
mangled bolt spun down into the ground on our left. | sensed 
movement from the distant tree line, but nothing predatory, nothing 
prey—just a cold calmness. 

“There! Volk, search those woods. Move fast and keep your shields 
up,” | pointed. 

| sent Raven racing back into Barringtown for a doctor with Andy 
riding at her heels. | didn’t sense any more threats nearby, only an old 
woman coming across in the cart. Fear spiked in the woods, and for 
once, | thought we might have a chance to capture the assassin. 

| halted the woman and her cart. “Ma’am, please help us get our 
injured friend here back into town. Can we use your cart?” 

Harlan was moaning now, and | didn’t want to try getting him onto a 
horse. 

“Sure, just help turn ol’ Poke around,” she said, hopping down and 
handing me the reins. “He’s a stubborn one, that mule. I'll help with 
your friend.” 

Yser and | grabbed the reins and began the arduous task of turning 
the difficult animal back towards Barringtown. Luckily, the wide bridge 
had plenty of room for the maneuver. | sensed our prey fading into the 
distance but couldn’t shake a new sense of coldness nearby. 

“What have you done!?” yelled Sinclair as he knelt on the ground 
holding Harlan. 

| turned around in time to see the old woman vault over the bridge’s 
railing and splash into the river below. She’d been carrying a dagger 
as she fled. Sinclair was examining a small stain of blood that had 
formed on Harlan’s back. The page’s moaning had ceased. His eyes 
were open, vacant. Harlan Kitchens was gone. 


“She stabbed him in the back!” Sinclair howled aghast. “Why would 
she do that?” 

| looked down the river where a small boat carrying the wet woman 
had pulled into the current, making a desperate run downstream. It had 
a strong man at the oars. Something inside told me to chase them, to 
catch them no matter what else | did this day. We would have to take 
both banks. Daur would enjoy the run. 

“Yseria, follow them on this bank,” | ordered. “Sir Sinclair, please 
send Keil after her once my sentinels return, and send Sevin down the 
far bank after me. We’ve got to stop that woman from getting away.” 

Riding back across the bridge’s long span, | didn’t mind that Yser 
was getting out in front on the southern bank. If we were lucky, she 
would eventually force the boat to come over to my side of the river. 
Having felt the woman’s cold, vacant presence, | could track her from a 
short distance, and, hopefully, catching her would alleviate the black 
pit forming in my stomach. 

The river current remained steady, driving the boat forward ahead 
of us. Farm roads along both sides of the river allowed us to keep up 
the chase, and we raced for several miles before | reached a small 
village on the north side of the river. My quarry had disembarked, 
heading north, to my right, along a country lane toward a dense forest. 
They were on foot. With Daur hitting full gallop, it was a race that the 
assassin would lose. 

The sound of rapid hoofbeats forced the woman to stop and turn 
twenty yards shy of the first trees. | slid from my saddle and 
drew Exile. The former old crone had found a fountain of youth in the 
waters of the Barring River and didn’t look any older than thirty. Anger 
replaced her coldness, edged with a shallow undercurrent of fear. She 
wasn't used to being prey. 

No, not at all. 

“Who are you, and what do you want?” she spat. 

| was well past anger, surging with rage at the murderer’s mask of 
innocence. It was all a lie. My brain itched, and | could barely speak. 

“Your head,” | finally replied, walking forward, a tight grip on my 
broadsword. 

“Then you'll never get the dagger,” the man-slayer said with a smile. 


“The dagger with his soul.” 

That stopped me in my tracks, the woman standing barely out of 
Exile’s reach. 

“Whose soul?” | asked, held back by the thought of another imbued 
weapon. 

“The mark’s, of course.” 

“His name was Harlan Kitchens,” | said, my wrath taking a step 
forward. “What was he to you?” 

The woman hesitated, uncertainty seeming to slip like a shadow 
across her brow. Finally, realizing her fate, she fell upon honesty. 

“Freedom,” she said. “But by another name.” 

“And what name was that?” | closed on her. 

“Storm,” she answered, a recognition of her mistake slowly creeping 
in. 

“And what was your name?” | hoped that she would give me 
something useful in her final moments. 

“Margot Pitts,” she whispered, giving her confession under the black 
hood of death that had, with little notice, settled over us both. 

Her legs shook as she dropped to her knees, bowing her head. 

“You've gotten your wish,” | said as Exile freed the woman’s head 
from her neck. 

Searching her, | found a small silver ring engraved with a skull but 
no black dagger. Besides her name, | had nothing of use to track down 
the blade or the other assassin. Her death was far too swift for my 
taste, but it was necessary, or the dark rage that threatened to 
consume me might have taken over entirely. Harlan was a new friend 
and had been mine to protect. He died young, doing what he liked 
best. 

Mine to protect. 

My sword remained drawn, the blade pristine with its fury sated. My 
dark fury remained, trickling away far more slowly like the dead 
woman’s blood leaking into the grass before me. 

“Ara, are you alright?” said a calm voice, its tone calling me back. 

“He was mine to protect,” | said. “Not mine to avenge.” 

| stood, sheathing Exile, a weapon with a vile soul. 

The chase had ended. The killer was dead, but | still had a 


crossbow-wielding assassin and a mysterious dagger to track down. | 
hadn't gotten a good look at either, but there was a coldness, a void 
present as the crime unfolded, and a feeling that they were yoked to 
me, nonetheless. They'd be drawn to me again, and next time | would 
be ready. 

“Does this village have a name?” | asked Sevin. 

HHH 

Raven waited with Andarion on the Barringtown bridge as we 
returned. It was her sorrow and her face that pulled me from the black 
pond in which | swam. 

There were no words to say, so | just held her as she wept. She’d 
enjoyed having Harlan, a surrogate younger brother with a sincere 
soul, around her for the past week. Her heart carried the loss better 
than mine, not with vengeance or black, but with a natural sorrow and 
a serene dignity | hadn’t seen before. My inner eye held her fast, 
keeping me afloat. 

We met Sir Sinclair at the town bailiff's house as he spoke with the 
Mayor of Barringtown and reviewed the tragedy with more level minds. 
Sinclair fell back upon his training and composure, and it scared me, 
the massive schism between his pain-filled interior and stoic exterior. 
Harlan had been like a son to him, and while Sinclairs grief 
overwhelmed me, his face and his manner didn’t show a thing. It 
reminded me of the cold killer that | couldn’t read until it was too late. 

| gave the bailiff the name of the killer and their body’s location 
outside the village of Percy’s Cove and left it to him to retrieve it. We 
would be escorting Sir Sinclair and Harlan home to Lord Kitchens’ 
manor, a short day’s ride from here, on the way to Maidenhall. 

| was becoming overwhelmed with the events and the constant 
barrage of guilt and grief, inside and out. | asked Scout Duncan and 
Sentinel Hicks to escort Sir Sinclair ahead of us so that they could 
break the news of Harlan’s death to his family. We would be following 
at a more sedate pace, giving Lord Kitchens’ family a few hours to 
recover from the shock before we arrived with Harlan’s body. | hoped 
the time would also give me a chance to pull myself together. 

| had decided against my ability to speak and handed over the 
group’s command to Sergeant Volk for the remainder of the day. 


Harlan’s wagon rolled steadily along in front of us, pulled by his horse, 
one raised on his father’s farm. | counted the stones as it hit them, as 
the cart bounced down the road, and | searched outward for Harlan’s 
soul. Ironically, the futile distraction did me good, helping me to regain 
some focus. 

Whoever thought it was a good idea to capture a vigil’s soul had a 
reckoning coming their way. | hadn’t shared the assassin’s words with 
anyone yet, but the mention of a soul knife had already determined my 
path forward. To me, it was a declaration of war, and | would do 
everything in my power to free Harlan’s soul while removing the 
misguided persons involved. 

Settling on a path to war seemed to offer me peace of mind. When 
we finally arrived in Maidenhall and had a chance to collect ourselves, 
| would explain it all to my company. Until then, | found that | could 
breathe, plan, and continue my futile search outward. That was 
enough for now. 

Lord Kitchens met us at the entrance to his estate, a vast horse 
farm spreading into the distance. Stables, barns, and partitioned fields 
of long grass covered the land, and farmhands were already at work in 
the cemetery plot beside the manor house. The gentleman before me 
had a subtle vitality that aligned well with the nurturing of life. He plied 
a fitting business, and his success had given him stature and office 
with the King and Duke Ragir. His success had placed his son Harlan 
at court and eventually astride a horse headed south, destined to catch 
a hidden assassin’s bolt. 

“My deepest condolences, Lord Kitchens,” | said. “He was mine to 
protect.” 

“Thank you for escorting him home, Vigil. Sir Sinclair spoke of his 
final moments.” 

“He was a friend.” Raven’s wet eyes openly shared our group’s 
sentiments. 

Hitt 

Before dawn the following morning, we left Kitchens’ farm, 
determined to complete the long last leg into Maidenhall by nightfall. 
Sir Sinclair remained with the Kitchens family. We had all attended the 
body’s interment the prior evening, and the family planned on a private 


service for their son today. As Vigil Storm, | would be out looking for 
their son as well, and Maidenhall was where my hunt for him would 
begin. 


Chapter 4 
City Unknown 


We rode hard the entire day for a city unknown. Arriving upon the 
sprawl of Maidenhall around midnight, | was glad to see that there 
weren't any outer walls or gates to navigate. The size of the Capital 
had long outgrown their use. We followed Sergeant Volk and his 
recommendation for staying at an out of the way place in the Merchant 
District. Our horses trotted into the courtyard of The Bald Eagle Inn a 
full hour after we entered the city. 

Volk had taken us on a chaotic route through several districts before 
arriving at the Inn, providing an introduction for us and a nocturnal 
announcement for the local powers that the Order’s shields and axes 
were again present in Maidenhall. 

During the confusing, circuitous route, | reached outward for 
anything | might find familiar. To my disappointment, | noted several 
cold-blooded citizens biding their time in some of the shadier areas of 
town. At one point, in the Market area, | detected the dark scent of 
something more insidious. 

Maidenhall was a cluster of unique neighborhoods melded together 
into the King’s Capital. Each district built itself up around the central 
Royal District and straddled a wide horseshoe-shaped avenue called 
the Circum, which began and ended at either end of the Docks section 
of town, which bracketed the Bull River. Every zone had its own 
personality, hierarchy, and way of life. The River District, also known 
as the Docks, flanked the Warehouse and Market districts, comprising 
the Lower Districts. These bordered the Merchant and Military sections 
known as the Upper Districts due to their higher elevation and upward 


facing connections. 

The Landowners and Royals shared a central neighborhood around 
the King’s Hold. The Royal District boasted a curtain wall forty feet 
high, limiting access to this exclusive area for security, especially at 
night. The gates around it were staffed by Army Royal Guardsmen, 
who controlled access and patrolled the adjacent streets. 

There wasn’t a permanent Order of the Vigil presence anywhere in 
the city as far as | knew, and it had been more than five years since a 
vigil had called Maidenhall home. Currently, both the Army and the 
Kingsmen offered protection to its citizens with frequent patrols 
throughout most of the Capital. 

The Bald Eagle Inn offered a covered stable for our horses, hot 
food, and plenty of clean beds. The owner catered to strangers arriving 
at all hours of the night, and the kitchen was always open. We all 
grabbed an exceedingly late dinner, and most of us went straight to 
bed. | took the first watch, sitting near the fire in the common room with 
Yser, chatting with the owner, Prentiss, and her night watchman, Dale. 

The Inn’s name honored the owner’s dearly departed husband. His 
lack of hair on top, paired with a penchant to circle about any female 
customers, had given him the ribald moniker, and his cheeky widow 
thought it a fitting name for the place after he had passed. | could feel 
the warmth of her memories as she recalled earlier times and railed 
about all the hard work that her husband had done to keep the place 
open. 

Besides learning the ins and outs of the Capital, | had more than 
enough to keep me busy in the days ahead. First on my list was finding 
the assassin’s imbued dagger and bringing destruction upon Harlan’s 
killers in the name of the Vigil. They had been after me, mistaking 
Harlan from a distance. | might have been more forgiving had it been 
me they’d shot with a crossbow bolt. And, well, forgiveness was never 
a big part of my job. 

Second, | needed to meet with the Witches Divine and find a 
sorceress to trace a demonic ritual artifact, an old wooden box lid that 
I'd recovered from a Hellhole outside of Lockrun. Inquisitor Loeb had 
given me an address in Maidenhall, but he’d made it sound like a bad 
idea for a vigil to show up there in person. 


And third, | planned to honor an invitation from the Judge of 
Maidenhall. If anyone could help me find my place in the middle of 
Colivar, it was Roger Small, first cousin to the King. Having met him 
briefly in Berykholt last month, | was sure that he needed my skills, but 
| didn’t know why. 

My list could go on from there, but we were interrupted by the 
appearance of a Kingsman. At least that’s what he said he was. He 
was a fit man in his mid-twenties, well-armed with a short saber and a 
brace of knives, and he wore leather-covered mail, similar to my own. 
He flashed a ring with a Royal symbol of some sort, and Prentiss 
seemed to recognize it as real. 

| mostly kept my head down on the table, behind my mug, feigning 
sleep. Yseria stood silently behind the intruder. From this point on, | 
planned to be Hell to catch unawares, and | had already warned Yseria 
of the man’s skulking around the Inn in the early hours of the morning. 

“How can we help you, sir?” said Prentiss. 

“Good business tonight?” he asked. 

“Solid.” 

“Any large parties arrive tonight? Nine or ten persons on horses,” 
said the Kingsman. 

“And why would that be of your concern, young man?” 

“Because they aren’t who they say they are. And by the King’s writ, 
the impostors have a date with the judge.” 

“You mean they ain’t selling rugs from Ragland as they said? And 
how is that a crime? To not be selling rugs,” said Prentiss. 

| fought hard not to laugh at Prentiss playing coy with the man. 

The Kingsman was undeterred. “Well, perhaps you have a point 
there, Madam. But the truth is that the group are all dangerous 
criminals newly escaped from the King’s prison, so it would have been 
so much better if they were selling rugs.” 

At this point, | couldn’t help myself and the ridiculous conversation 
before me. | faux struggled awake and stretched. 

| cut in with a nicely slurred sentence, “If these fellows that you’re 
hunting are that dangerous, wouldn’t they have posted a lookout for a 
keen Kingsman such as yourself?” 

“Well, it’s a pity that they didn’t,” he replied, a little too proud of 


himself. “I’m a Kingsman, and this is the King’s City. Nothing gets past 
me.” 

“Gentle,” | said softly in reply. 

Yseria carefully touched her blade to the back of the Kingsman’s 
neck, making him jump a foot off the floor. He spun about to face her, 
and | held Exile at his throat before he could even draw his weapon. 

“Making friends again, | see,” said Raven from the stairs. She 
looked only half out of bed. 

“We haven't been formally introduced,” | offered. “What’s your 
name, sir? And if you know who | am and where my blade is, you'll 
answer honestly.” 

“Mickens. Archibald Mickens,” he squeaked. 

“And exactly how many horses do we have in the stable?” | asked. 

“Nine. Still nine,” Mickens gulped. 

There were fifteen horses in the stable, but only nine of them were 
warm from our late arrival. 

“Right answer. And now the important question: Do you intend to 
harm me or any of my company?” 

He shook his head. 

“Say it out loud, please.” 

“No, not at all,’ he answered honestly. 

“And are you really a Kingsman? | mean, you seem sort of young 
for the job.” 

“Hi-ho!” said a rough voice from the courtyard. “Arch, is it safe for 
me to come in now?” 

| stepped back from Arch, sheathing my glaive. 

“’'d say so,” Arch yelled back. 

| shook off a yawn. “Raven, please invite Andarion down. We’ve got 
visitors to entertain, and well, it’s almost your shift anyway. And 
Prentiss, would you and Dale please give us a moment to ourselves 
here. Thank you for the kind help.” 

In walked a well-armed, older man, flashing his ring and introducing 
himself as Javen Wilks of the Kingsmen. 

“Can | see that a bit closer?” 

The man obliged, holding out his hand. The ring was solid gold, with 
an engraving of a hawk and a single blue gem at its center. 


“Why the hawk?” | said. 

“It's the symbol for the House of the Judge of Maidenhall,” he 
replied. 

“Roger Small, the Hawk?” | mused. 

It fit. The Royal hunted from on high. 

| reached into my pack and pulled out another ring. 

“Any idea to whose House this belongs?” | handed him the 
assassin’s silver ring with its crude skull mark. 

He didn’t even blink at the item, but | could sense his surprise— 
another schism to make me cringe. 

“How long have you been in this city?” he said. 

“A few hours. Why?” 

“That ring belongs to a member of the Coven. A former member, | 
assume. They run assassins from the underside of this city.” 

“I collected this in a village out near Barringtown, the day before 
last. It belonged to a cold killer named Margot Pitts. Would you happen 
to know where | could find her boss?” 

“Margot Pitts? Slippery little wench. A hand for Boss Sarpa, and by 
hand, | mean owned. Sarpa runs the underground in Maidenhall and 
has his fingers, knuckles, and hands placed all over the Realm.” 

“And where can | find this Sarpa fellow?” | was happy to start at the 
top and work my way down. 

“As Kingsmen, we might be fortunate to catch a hand such as 
Margot but never the boss. No one knows who the boss is or where he 
runs his operation. He seems to have an uncanny ability to elude our 
attention.” 

“Where did you get the fancy ring?” Raven arrived with Andy, both 
entirely awake and fully dressed for battle. 

“| pulled it off the assassin’s corpse near Barringtown. | haven't had 
a chance to show it to you.” 

“It’s not a simple ring. | can see a shade upon it,” she said. 
“Something to show your witches, perhaps.” 

“Um, Raven, these are Kingsmen. Archibald and Javen. They work 
for the Judge of Maidenhall, an acquaintance of mine. We haven’t had 
full introductions yet, nor do we know why they are visiting us so late 
on our first night in town,” | said with an eye raised toward Javen. 


“We’re here because of the news coming from Barringtown that 
Lord Kitchens’ first-born had been murdered while traveling in the 
Company of Vigil Storm and that a similar-sized company had arrived 
in Maidenhall, riding through the districts earlier tonight. You got our 
attention.” 

“And do you even know who | am?” | asked them both. 

“You're Storm,” said Arch. “No doubt about it. | can feel it. We can 
feel it, being in the room with you. You’re a magnet, the way you push 
and pull the energy and the people around you.” 

| looked at Raven. She touched the amulet on her chest and 
shrugged. Rae could feel me, even if | were across the city. 

| looked at Yser. 

She sighed, “You don’t know what it’s like being around you, Ara.” 
Yser excused herself before going any further—avoiding eye contact 
with Raven as she passed her on the stairs. 

“Gentlemen, hoping to start things off on honest footing, | need to 
show you a few more things.” 

And here | pulled out my Vigil token and handed it to Javen. 

“That is my Vigil’s mark. My company all wear the badge. If you see 
it, please treat the wearer with the same respect that you would show 
me.” 

Javen handed back the coin, nodding. 

| pulled out Fe/-Krull and showed it to the Kingsmen. 

“The coin | showed you might be copied, but there are only two 
fangs like this in the world. If you ever see its twin, know that the 
bearer is someone more than dear to me, and you must protect them 
at all costs,” and here | paused. “We’re almost done.” 

“There’s more?” asked Arch. 

“Behind me is Raven Ylamil. She is my second and daughter to the 
King of the dark elves in Bastian, a city-state in the Everest Mountains. 
You met my bodyguard Yseria earlier, and next to Raven is her 
bodyguard Andarion. Each member of my company is under my 
protection by the laws of King and Vigil. 

“| executed Margot Pitts, having seen her murder Harlan Kitchens, 
son of Lord Kitchens, but there is an accomplice to be found along with 
whichever boss put them up to the task.” 


| stopped there, not having spoken further about these things with 
my companions. 

“Any idea why the judge would need the Vigil?” | said. 

“We were just getting to that,” said Javen Wilks. “Our standing 
orders are to retrieve you and Company Storm upon arrival in 
Maidenhall. Some residents don’t want you here. All | can say is that 
the judge isn’t one.” 

“Do Kingsmen always work in pairs?” | sensed the fast arrival of a 
third in the courtyard outside. 

The front door to the Inn flew inward, followed by a man of average 
size, landing between Wilks and Mickens. 

| must give them credit; they were quick to their blades, though not 
fast enough. 

The surprise assailant wielded a pair of silver daggers, flashing first 
into the nearest threat. 

Kingsman Wilks tumbled backward, dropping his sword, as blood 
poured from his neck. 

With Ta/on drawn, Raven leaped forward to protect him. 

Mickens slashed his sword across the back of the attacker but to no 
avail. 

| realized that this wasn’t an ordinary assassin as it spun in a blur 
with a backhand move aimed directly at the temple of the young 
Kingsman. 

Exile met the arm half-way, sending the appendage flying across 
the room with the dagger still in hand. The attacker ended up off 
balance and facing the wrong direction. 

Arch took the chance to back away. 

My eyes viewed a normal-looking, one-armed man dressed in dark 
leathers—normal except for the coal-black eyes. My inner senses told 
me that | was dealing with an Infernal presence. 

It screeched in an unholy manner to confirm my suspicions and 
launched itself at me. 

Side-stepping, | cleaved apart its other arm at the shoulder as it flew 
past, leaving it in an unhealthy position between Andarion and me. 

The dark elf's black blade simply removed the fiend’s head from its 
shoulders, ending the sudden onslaught and bringing a stunned 


silence to the room. 

| fought to grasp what had occurred, facing a demon in the body of 
a citizen in Maidenhall. This situation wasn’t covered in the Vigil’s 
manual if such a book even existed. Worse, | hadn’t noticed the 
creature until it entered the courtyard, about to crash our party. 

In my limited experience, the demons always looked like demons 
and acted chaotically. When they didn’t, it usually meant that a higher- 
order entity was present. This attack answered the question about why 
the judge might be waiting for me. Feth. 

“Rae, Arch, check Wilks,” | said, already knowing what they would 
find. “Andarion, please rouse the others. We’re leaving.” 

| ran outside to get a better sense of the area. Nothing. The horses 
in the stable were spooked, but the predawn streets were clear for 
blocks around. Somehow, | found that odd. 

Sadly, Wilks hadn’t survived. He had a shallow cut across his chest, 
but it was the deeper gash along the side of his neck that proved 
quickly fatal. He was only doing his job and lost his life while facing 
something beyond his skill or comprehension. Archibald Mickens felt 
distraught, to say the least, shaking at the loss of his mentor. | told him 
to collect his horses and get both Wilks’s body and the assassin’s 
ready to go. He could grieve later, as would we. 

| found Prentiss and Dale lurking in the kitchen. They were more 
than a little relieved at the news of our imminent departure, and 
Prentiss assured me that our short stay was on the house. They would 
get their dining room cleaned up after we were gone. 

Soon, we were all mounted up near the stable behind the inn, the 
fading night offering a moment of privacy. We’d examined the dead 
assassin, which looked completely normal, except for its black stained 
eyes, and I’d removed a familiar silver skull ring from one of its lifeless 
hands. The assassin’s pair of silver blades were coated with a brown 
resin beneath the blood. Raven didn’t see anything special about the 
weapons, but the ring had the same Coven skull and magical shade 
about it. 

| gazed around at everyone. “Il have meant to speak to you of 
Barringtown. I’m sorry for not having done so sooner. Harlan was a 
fine sort, and one of us, if only for a short time. As you may have 


already figured out, the assassins’ target wasn’t a twelve-year-old 
page that just happened to be leading the way that morning. What you 
didn’t Know was that the weapon that killed Harlan Kitchens was 
cursed to capture the victim’s soul upon death.” 

| paused to let that sink in. | drew Exile, the blade, and my company 
waited utterly silent. 

“This is such a weapon. It carries the soul of an exiled Infernal 
Warlord. I’ve heard it scream in a beastly rage, and I’m sure that the 
demons perceive it too, as it destroys them. It is not the fate for any 
gentle soul. 

“By the law of the Order of the Vigil, we are now at war, a war for 
Harlan’s soul, against the misguided people that thought such a vile 
attack was a good idea. Their failure of judgment and execution will 
prove their undoing. We will recover the cursed dagger and free 
Harlan. We will be their judge and executioner. We will rend them from 
the land and let nothing stand in the way of this duty. 

“Tonight, we killed a black-eyed creature, part demon, part man, 
where a fine man, a Kingsman, was also slain. It shows us how 
committed our enemy is in this war, going against both the Vigil and 
the King. We’re heading for the Royal Quarter to meet the Judge of 
Maidenhall. He is a near cousin to the King. We will find allies there 
and, hopefully, a safe place to regroup for the fight ahead.” 


Chapter 5 
Magical shade 


After crossing the meager, early morning flow of traffic along the 
Circum, the ground rose before us. We trotted briskly upward, leaving 
a swirl of fog behind in the awakening dawn. With Mickens in the lead, 
we used several shortcuts via gates that would have remained closed 
for the average citizen. Colivar troops and private patrols guarded the 
area around the inner wall of Maidenhall, and our well-armed group 
didn’t draw a great deal of attention until we reached the Eastwatch 
gate. 

Passing into the gate area, we were held up in a small walled-off 
courtyard as the sergeant on duty, a man dressed in the King’s colors, 
reacted to our menacing weapons and the two bodies strapped across 
one of our horses. 

“What's this then?” The Army sergeant pointed at us with his 
ceremonial pike of command. 

Arch flashed his ring, trying to push us through the delay by saying 
“Kingsman Arch Mickens escorting the body of a Kingsman slain on 
duty.” 

The indecision on the guard’s face remained locked in place. This 
was the Royal Quarter and not a proper place to route heavily armed 
citizens in the dim light of dawn. We were a party of strangers, all filthy 
from the road, and none of us wore the King’s colors, except for Arch 
and his ring. The Kingsmen took their orders from the Judge and 
should have been a familiar sight at the gatehouse, but the sergeant 
didn’t seem to care. 

“Sergeant, please open the inner trellis or send a runner for Judge 


Small immediately.” | showed him my Vigil coin. 

“What’s this then?” The sergeant examined the gold token. 

| could feel the fatigue and the frustration of the company around 
me. Respect was often earned but rarely given. Having ridden hard for 
the past day and keeping alert all night in this enormous city of threats 
and evil underlords, we were carrying our dead before breakfast. 

“Arch, please tell me that the local military arm of the King honors 
the standing of a Vigil of Colivar.” 

“Vigil is it?” chuckled the guard, poking me with his pike. “Il haven’t 
heard that one in a while.” 

The sergeant’s pike snapped into two pieces. 

| stared hard at the man, locking his attention. Raven held my arm 
while Yseria sheathed her sword. 

“Hold! Hold!” yelled another man running through the inner portal. 
“My apologies Lord Storm. We didn’t expect you to arrive so early.” 

He noticed Arch and the tethered horse carrying the bodies. 

“Javen?” he asked, receiving a short nod. “No! And the other?” 

“Black-eye,” Arch replied, leaving the other man in a state of shock 
—bitter sadness and shock. 

“My condolences, Sir,” | offered. 

“Sir Alec Bregman, bailiff for Judge Small,” he said. “Again, forgive 
me for the delay, Vigil Storm. Sergeant!” 

A few moments later, we dismounted in a vast courtyard outside 
Sturgess Courthouse, which fit the description of a courthouse as 
much as the Duke’s Hold in Stonnberg matched that of the Mayor’s 
manor in distant Lockrun. Kingsmen and stable hands quickly 
swarmed our party, eager to take charge of the bodies and the horses. 
Sleepy-eyed pages arrived to gather our packs. 

Bregman waved us along toward a beautiful, three-story manor 
house. “This way, please, the judge will want to see you as soon as 
possible.” 

A pair of guards in the dark blue colors of the judge remained alert 
at the entrance. They wore polished breastplates over blue-dyed 
leather. Heavy cavalry sabers hung from their belts. On our way in, 
Sergeant Gibbs and Trooper Wayne introduced themselves. 

“Sergeant Gibbs accompanied the judge to Berykholt for the recent 


Vigil promotion ceremony,” said Bregman. “I dare say he’s more than a 
little impressed by the sentinels and their chosen occupation.” 

“The path is often chosen for us,” | replied. 

Inside the Manor, the house was quiet, with only a few servants in 
the nearby dining room. We entered into a large, comfortable meeting 
space where Bregman addressed my whole company. 

“Welcome to Maidenhall and Sturgess Hall. We have rooms for 
everyone on the second floor and a full suite on the third floor for you, 
Vigil. The staff will accommodate your needs and schedules as you 
advise.” 

“This isn’t the judge’s house?” 

“Technically, it belongs to Judge Small, but it isn’t the main manor 
for the Sturgess Courthouse compound. Please get yourselves settled, 
fed, and cleaned up. | will be back later this morning with the judge.” 

The third-floor suite consumed the entire floor, with private 
bedrooms, baths, and a vast, furnished living room. Andarion and 
Yseria each got their own bedroom across the main living area, 
opposite the spacious room that Raven and | shared. 

Ever since Lockrun, we had found that we needed that nightly 
closeness, that time of breathing in the warmth of each other. Raven 
still struggled with nightmares, and my presence seemed to calm her 
considerably in that regard. Tucked in beside me, she would sleep 
quietly. 

| would lie awake most of the night watching her, tugging forth the 
lighter colored threads that roamed across her soul in my feeble 
attempt to mend her profoundly broken heart. In those late hours when 
| also slept, | dreamed of peculiar demons in smoke-filled taverns and 
swords that raged for war. | usually awoke terribly refreshed, if not 
screaming. 

HH 

The judge arrived late that morning with his entourage, including Sir 
Bregman. Contrary to his name, Judge Small was of decent height, 
with unruly black hair and sharp, brown eyes. He wore a fine black 
coat over comfortable riding pants and had a brace of three well-armed 
bodyguards. 

| asked that my entire company be present for the introductions and 


the meeting that followed. The presence of the Order of the Vigil in 
Maidenhall was long overdue, and it was clear to me that the darker 
threats in the King’s City had gotten out of hand. 

“Welcome to Sturgess,” said Lord Small. “My condolences for the 
losses suffered on your journey here.” 

“| offer the same for Kingsman Wilks. | hold myself responsible for 
not realizing the threat sooner,” | replied. 

“Kingsman Mickens has given me a full recounting of the event. He 
remains shaken by the loss and the blur of the clash. | realize that the 
skills of my Kingsmen pale in comparison to the demonic presence 
here. There have been far too many losses in the past year as we 
have pursued our duty.” 

“Archibald called them black-eyes. Any idea where they come 
from?” | said. 

“The black-eyes showed up over a year ago. They are unstoppable 
assassins and instruments of terror for the boss that rules the city’s 
underside. The fiends draw a deadly line and deliver a hard message 
to the King about who rules below the surface. The good news is that 
we only rarely encounter the black-eyed fiends. The bad news is that 
when they do strike, they are extremely effective in butchering their 
target and everyone around them.” 

“One less as of this morning. The black-eyes move with the speed 
of lesser demons and seem to be harder for me to detect. Any clue as 
to how they come into being?” 

“| have often asked the Order of the Vigil that same question, 
getting a bootless answer.” Small spat in frustration. 

“Judge, | came to Maidenhall with one objective in mind.” | pulled 
out an old altarpiece and passed it to the judge. “To find the source of 
this relic, which was retrieved from a Hell-cave north of Lockrun a 
month ago. Someone is using Infernal magic to wage war against the 
lands of Colivar and Bastian. | don’t believe they are linked to the 
attacks in the Capital, being on entirely different power scales. That 
said, my list has expanded to find the killers of Lord Kitchens’ first son 
and whoever is creating the black-eyes. They could all be related or 
not.” 

“Where will you start?” 


“The Witches Divine was suggested. Any reason why a Vigil 
wouldn't pay them a visit?” 

“None at all, though Lord Snow was never fond of them.” Small was 
holding something back. 

| pulled out my fang blade. “Lord Small, when | showed you this 
blade in Berykholt, you seemed to take note of something. What was 
it?” 

“| could smell its power,” he answered. “Imbued, is it not?” 

“It holds the soul of the Kjaira that | killed. It is a death-demon of 
some repute and extremely effective in feasting on the Hellish 
creatures that receive its bite.” | sheathed the weapon. “There is one 
other just like it, and if anyone in this room comes across the person 
wearing it, | expect you all to protect them with your lives, if need be, 
and that includes you, Lord Small.” 

Here he offered a small bow and smiled in recognition of the stern 
request. “It will be done.” 

“Lord Small, | find myself a homeless Vigil and would like to impose 
upon your hospitality until we set things straight in Maidenhall. | pledge 
my life to eliminate the threat of the black-eyes and get to the bottom 
of the Infernal attacks. Please know that Company Storm is amply 
skilled to face down the fiends, and we will act whenever and wherever 
a threat arrives.” 

Judge Small seemed to relax, a shared weight lifting from his 
shoulders. “Your pledge is most welcome, Vigil. My family will sleep 
better tonight for your presence and your words.” 

“Sir, to introduce my companions, Raven Ylamil, daughter to the 
King of Bastian in Everest, is my second and oversees the company 
whenever | am not available. Please show her the respect due for 
someone who has also slain a knight of Hell. 

“Keil Martell will be assigned to your retinue as my sentinel liaison 
until further notice. I’m short on trained diplomats for the moment but 
have found Keil to be an honest communicator and a very reliable sort. 
His brother Sevin will act as my aide. 

“Sergeant Volk and Sentinel-Scout Duncan will help bolster and 
train security around the Sturgess Courthouse compound. No offense 
to your current bodyguards, but | would like to offer you the services of 


Sentinels Gunner Trew and Brandon Hicks for your protection or that 
of someone important to you. They have both killed demons and are 
trained to be better immune to their pall.” 

Sir Bregman cut in, “And this pall that you mentioned, what does it 
do?” 

| answered, “It’s an evil spell, a curse that attacks our minds with 
negative emotions, disrupting thoughts and decisions long enough for 
the demons to eviscerate you or send you to your knees so that they 
can feed off of your pain from a distance. Most people don’t even 
notice until it’s too late.” 

Raven asked, “Could that relate to how the black-eyes are created? 
| mean, if someone was subjected long enough to that sort of foulness, 
perhaps it destroys their soul, making room for demonic possession.” 

Raven carried a Kjaira, a soul of death like the one in my war-knife, 
and she was the one person besides me that could have made that 
connection. The fact that | didn’t, well, | can pretend that | had other 
things on my mind, but Rae was brilliant. 

Lord Small showed a hint of admiration. “By the look on Ara’s face, 
I'd say that the answer is ‘Yes.” 

| gulped down a hint of guilt and nodded, looking over at Raven and 
then Yseria. We would need to figure out an antidote or at least a 
technique to better ward off any such attacks in the future. Black-eyes 
were beyond vile in my book. 

We closed the meeting discussing the broader threats to the 
Kingdom before sending everyone to rest. A visit to the Witches Divine 
was on my list for tomorrow. 


Chapter 6 


Witches Divine 


Archibald Mickens was my guide. The death of Javen Wilks had hit 
him harder than he would admit, but it hadn’t shaken his confidence or 
his dedication to a Kingsman’s duty. While far from being the most 
seasoned agent of the judge or bailiff, Arch wasn’t one to retreat in the 
face of a tragic loss, and Maidenhall was his city. He knew the tilted 
landscape better than most. 

The address given me by Inquisitor Loeb was simply 6 Elderwood 
Court, Maidenhall. More taxing was my decision about whom to bring 
with us. Besides Arch and Sevin as my backup, | needed the eyes of a 
dark elf and opted for Yseria. Raven was one of my company’s most 
perceptive members, but | didn’t want the witches getting wind of 
Rae’s Kjaira soul. Practitioners of the dark arts would likely have a 
hard time resisting such a unique prize, and the Order would miss their 
occult resource if the Witches overstepped. Someone in that line of 
work had already helped steal the soul of Harlan Kitchens. | thought it 
best not to tempt them to try for another. Raven would be in charge if 
things went badly for us at the hands of the Witches Divine, and she’d 
know what to do in my absence. 

A twisting journey brought us to Cold Harbor, an upscale brothel on 
the edge of the Merchant and Market districts. It looked entirely 
genuine and harbored the strong odor of an active business upstairs 
and down. Archibald and Sevin watched around the corners outside 
while Yser and | entered a gently lit parlor. The midday sun was 
masked by heavy shutters, giving way to scented oil-filled lamps and 
shadows. A well-dressed woman in her mid-twenties approached us, 


her jasmine perfume whispered beneath the sharp smell of cinnamon 
and musk that infused the house. 

“Welcome home, Ara,” she said, with a knowing smile. “l am 
Glynne. We have your room ready, so please follow me.” 

Glynne took my hand as she led us out of the parlor. | glanced back 
at Yser, but she only shrugged and followed. Glynne escorted us up a 
flight of stairs toward the back of the mansion. The second-floor 
hallway had only four doors, and she opened the last one on the left. 

“Thank you, Glynne,” coughed a voice from the shadows. “You 
brought us such a lovely treat.” 

A single candle lit the room. A four-post bed draped in a deeply 
colored satin held a crone of immense age. | could taste her age, but 
not her mood. Her thoughts swirled about the room; an eclipse of 
moths chased by a hungry bat. 

Glynne guided us forward and shut the door, saying, “You are well 
guarded, Divine Mother. Be at ease with our guests. Vigil Ara Storm, 
please meet our coven leader, the Divine Mother Vigaila Grace.” 

“Vigil Storm, we are honored by your presence. Maidenhall has not 
seen a Vigil in recent years—Murderhall being a better name for this 
city so out of hand.” Grace choked out a laugh. 

Her mirth seemed genuine. 

“I’m honored to meet you, Divine Mother. I’ve brought you a gift, 
something to read to pass the time, if you aren’t too busy,” | said. 

“Right down to business, and so serious for one so young. | see that 
Snow has rubbed off on you,” Grace cackled again. 

| chuckled. “Now you’re being mean. We both know that Lord Snow 
is more than fond of you. He wouldn’t have sent me south to keep you 
company otherwise.” 

“Meryck’s last letter spoke of trouble, but little of you,” she said. 
“Does he not know?” 

“Know what?” 

“That you are Firefanged.” 

| flinched, confirming her words. 

And here, her laughter exploded, her amusement beyond anything 
that I’d expected. 

“Well, Vigil Snow has had his hands full up north, with a Hell-horde, 


or two, and it seems that your Murderhall has been living up to its dark 
reputation of late,” | tried changing the subject to the issues at hand. 

“Oh, how so?” 

“Black-eyes and a soul-snatching dagger for a start,” | replied, 
laying it out at her bony feet, literally, bony. Yuck. 

“Black-eyes and daggers often meet,” she quipped. 

“The first black-eye that | met carried silver daggers.” 

“You carry too much, son,” she replied after a moment’s hesitation. 
“Bring me your gift so that | may read it.” 

As | handed her the altar relic from Lockrun, she reached out and 
grabbed my hand. Her grip was ice, frozen to my skin, and | felt her 
pain, the permanent frost that layered upon her heart, preserving her 
body even as it bit hard into her soul. 

“Much like weapons, some spells are curses; some are blessings, 
Firefanged, and each a choice.” 

“Is there no way to break a spell?” | said. 

“And why would we? If a spell doesn’t break us, it is a blessing. Do 
you perceive yourself as cursed?” The crone still held onto my hand. 

| could feel a wave of desperation slip across her brow. “Do you?” 

“Fated, sated, exiled, freed, but never cursed,” she answered. 
“Don't be fooled by my frozen heart. It still beats for those around me.” 

“Then why do | perceive it being forsaken and alone?” 

And here she slowly dropped my hand and picked up the wooden 
altarpiece, the grin gone from her face. Mother Grace brought the relic 
to her nose. “A Temple of Baron Maltheus. | can smell his disease, 
though he never came through. But we already knew that fact, didn’t 
we? This altar brought forth his second incursion into Lockrun this 
year. Any thoughts on what he’s after?” 

“A couple. Any idea who built that temple for Maltheus? Someone 
invited his Horde back to Colivar, and it wasn’t some simple heretic. It 
matched a temple found near Bastian.” 

“Bastian. Your cute friend was there with you, but only you came 
out smelling like Hell's nightmare.” She giggled. “You're just what 
Murderhall needs.” 

| was worried about my Infernal nom de guerre. “What would you 
tell the Order?” 


Grace replied, “Look to the North. Those heretics you speak of are 
far from simple.” 

“What should | tell the judge and his men?” 

“Tell them that Hell will hunt them soon enough,” she cackled one 
more time, handing me back the relic. “Find another like it in the city 
and return.” 

The idea of another, here beneath our feet, chilled me like her 
heart. 

“One more thing, Divine Mother,” | pulled out the two silver skull 
rings. “Would you be able to tell me what is special about these rings?” 

“Coven relics, but surely not my coven. They act as a shade to 
mask the wearer from detection. By the skull, they are tools of an 
assassin or a hand prone to violence.” 

“Are they safe to use?” 

“Well, the larger one smells of a demon, but | doubt that’s its own 
fault. | wouldn’t wear the rings in the open in this city as they might 
draw attention from those trained to look for such, but, as long as they 
touch your skin, their masking effect should work.” 

“Can your coven help me track a soul, stolen in death by a dagger?” 

“That’s two more things, not one, but you can owe me. Was it the 
soul of an innocent?” she said, wetting her lips. 

“Yes, and fairly young. | was the target, but the assassin took 
another by mistake.” 

And here she howled for a full minute, gleeful tears rolling down her 
cheeks, and pebbles of ice forming under her chin. 

“| can see that we’re going to be great friends, younger. Return to 
me after you’ve tracked down another altar relic. | will have an answer 
for you then, in exchange for this morning’s entertainment and 
intrigue.” 

By the time we’d returned to the parlor downstairs, | was feeling 
almost drunk on the aura of the whole place. Sexual pleasure and 
relief infused everything, and | was more than a little in need of fresh 
air. Having Yseria nearby didn’t help, and | swear she was standing 
closer than usual. 

“| kind of like this place,” she said. “It has a stimulating energy. Can 
you feel it?” 


| smiled. “You know that | can. So, you might want to take a step 
back.” 

“Are you asking?” She offered another of her mischievous grins 
and, if anything, moved even closer. 

| leaned forward and breathed in her aroma—burnt amber with 
leather. Her familiar scent blocked some of the brothel’s exotic 
fragrance, and that helped to clear my head. 

“Do | really smell like Hell’s nightmare?” | said. 

“As the crone said, one person’s curse is another's charm.” Yser 
gave me a look that left me certain that | was cursed. Perhaps there 
was a cold river nearby that would help us both cool off. 

“And about that whole Firefanged title, | haven’t yet mentioned it to 
anyone else, not even Raven. |’m not sure how the Order would react 
to it, and I'd rather keep my head where it is.” 

She nodded at that, having already heard the name from the 
shamans in Bastian. If you couldn’t trust your bodyguard, things were 
already over. 

Taking Yseria’s hand, | escorted her out the front door and into the 
afternoon’s sun. Sevin lurked around the corner to my right. Arch 
waited in the alley across the narrow street, while further up the block 
to our left, | noted the cold scent of a killer and the strong feeling that 
we were being watched. 

Demons are easy to spot as they radiate dark, negative energy and 
aren't prone to controlling their sadistic emotions. Humankind, on the 
other hand, learn from an early age to keep their emotions and 
impulses in check. Professional killers can lock them down entirely, 
and | was learning to recognize the presence of their bloodless 
demeanor. 

We ducked into the alley next to Arch, and | stopped him from 
stepping out into the street. 

“Arch, someone is watching up the block,” | pointed. “l need you 
and Sevin to remain here, still hidden from view.” 

| waved Sevin over and handed him the larger of the two Coven 
rings. “Please find a string for this bauble and wear it under your shirt.” 

As expected, holding the shaded ring, Sevin’s calm, confident 
demeanor disappeared, replaced by a ghost in my mind. If | didn’t 


know he was there and been looking at him, | might not have noticed 
his existence. 

Turning to Yseria, | pulled a long strip of dark leather from my 
shoulder pack. It was long-stained with my blood and that of a Kjaira 
demon. Knotting the smaller of the two silver rings on it, | fit it gently 
around Yser’s neck and tucked it under her shirt. She suddenly felt far 
more distant to me, a hollow presence. Yser grabbed hold of my shirt, 
swaying in the alley. 

“You are forgiven,” she said, staring into my eyes. “Thank you for 
this gift.” 

| was at a loss, unsure what she meant by that, and vexed that | 
couldn't fully perceive her this close to me. It seemed that she could 
perceive something more of me than before, or maybe it was the Kjaira 
blood affecting her. Either way, the ring provided the cloak we needed, 
and the persistent attraction that | felt for her after our visit to the 
brothel was finally muted. 

“Yser, head out the back of this alley and circle around to the next 
street over. Arch, Sevin, watch for any trouble coming up behind us. In 
a moment, I’m going for a stroll up the street toward our cold friend.” 

Leaving the alley, | turned right, walking toward the next corner 
where a young flower seller offered their stems to passersby. Leaning 
against a tall fence behind the florist was my mark, with their head 
down and arms crossed, seemingly resting in the warmth of the 
afternoon. 

By this point, I’d realized two things. First, Yseria was leaning 
against the same fence, not four feet from the fellow, and that the 
flower seller was blind. Her eyes held the unnatural sheen of pearls, 
and a thin bamboo stick leaned against her hip. 

| hesitated, trying to sort through the scene. The young woman was 
poorly dressed in a skirt and a reclaimed topcoat, her clothes ill-fitting 
and threadbare but clean. Her short, light-brown hair was tucked 
behind her ears, and she waited in anticipation as | stood there, 
awkward in my regard. 

“What have you got for me today,” | finally asked, noting her fresh 
scent of pepper and mint. 

She seemed startled by my words, anxious. “You speak as if we’ve 


met before, sir, but | don’t place your voice. I’ve got fresh blooms from 
the garden of the King, if you are interested.” 

| nudged the stick of bamboo with my toe and felt the cold-heart of 
the watcher turn his attention upon me, not entirely cold after all, nor 
masked. 

“| am interested in your beautiful wares, though perhaps my better- 
half would prefer that | stick to buying your flowers,” | flirted with a 
laugh, trying to get a telling reaction from those present. 

Yser coughed into her hand, drawing the sudden attention of the 
spy. He looked from her to me, and | winked. 

“Who’s your brother?” | asked the woman. 

At that moment, the young man’s face turned deep red, and he 
darted down the street. He carried the scent of anger, cloves, and 
sweat with him as he sprinted away, no longer a threat to anyone. 

I let him go. 

The flower seller seemed to consider things for a moment. “He’s not 
my brother.” 

“Sorry, | didn’t mean to scare him away. My name is Ara, and I'll 
take three of your best blooms.” 

“My name is Hart, like the deer.” She set her nose to a few different 
flowers. 

“Do you usually work this corner with a friend watching over you?” 

“I’m not sure he’s a friend,” she said. “He’s never spoken to me, but 
| smell the residue of his smoke sticks behind me most days. What 
does he look like?” 

“Young, dark hair, a wisp of a chin-beard. Almost as tall as |. He 
harbors a cold personality and, by the look on his face, was certainly 
unhappy that | was trying to flirt with you.” 

“Thank you for that.” She handed me a few fresh flowers tied with a 
small string. 

“Will the King miss them?” | said, handing her a silver piece. 

She showed me a careful smile. “Il should hope not. The King has 
plenty of beautiful flowers around him from what | hear.” 

“Will you be alright working this corner alone?” 

“No one bothers me these days—watcher or no. The boss sees to 
that.” 


“Why is that?” | pressed, curious. 

“| work for him, of course. He gets a cut of everything | collect.” 

| felt unsure of the young woman’s fragile position in life. “If | offered 
you a job elsewhere, something that paid better, would you take it?” 

An odd fear bubbled through her at the thought. “I’m afraid | can’t 
leave my corner. Someone has to keep an eye on it.” 

“Hart, please forgive me if | upset you. | was only concerned that 
the King might stroll by one day and decide to add your beauty to his 
collection.” 

“Sir, | can hear the pity buried beneath your poor attempt at humor. 
While | should be thankful for your heart’s attention, | must say good 
day and get back to selling my flowers while they’re still fresh.” She 
abruptly ended our conversation and turned her back. 

A strong feeling of isolation lingered in my mind as | walked off. 

HH 

After collecting Arch and Sevin, our long walk back to Sturgess Hall 
was thankfully uneventful. | struggled with the brothel’s residue on my 
libido, Yser’s illusory distance, and my worry for the blind young 
woman’s situation. 

My interaction with the opposite sex was minimal when it came to 
physical intimacy. My body had urges which up until now seemed 
entirely controllable. Raven and | hadn’t fully explored this area 
ourselves, relying on our constant subtle bond more than the physical 
one. Rae was beautiful and fierce, yet fragile to my sight, my clear 
sight. The last thing | wanted to do was overwhelm her and upset the 
long process of her healing. 

Yseria, on the other hand, had suffered her setbacks a few years 
before and built up a healthy layer of internal scar tissue. She couldn’t 
have survived around me otherwise, and | was comfortable being 
myself around her. If anything, | wanted to help her heal fully and let 
her enjoy life instead of only surviving. As a bodyguard, she was a 
warm-blooded, constant reminder of all those under my protection, and 
to be honest, perhaps my closest friend. 

Now that her usually strong presence had abruptly disappeared, | 
felt more than a bit off-kilter. 

Yser seemed to notice my confusion, too, giving me uncertain 


glances. “I’m still right here, you know.” She stopped me in my tracks. 
“You're not blind like that poor flower girl, but you certainly act like it 
sometimes.” 

“| didn’t like leaving that woman where she is. It was like she was 
the property of the local boss that she mentioned, and who knows, 
there might be a link there to our investigation.” 

“’m your bodyguard, not a miracle worker,” she replied, stirring an 
idea. 

“Well, now | know the truth, but | need you to do something for me,” 
| said. 

“And what is that?” 

“| need you to cut yourself.” | handed over my hunting knife. “It 
would be easier if you had an Ylamil talisman, but then I’m dead sure 
Raven would have the grounds to kill you.” 

She chuckled at that, carefully slicing the back of her arm. | pulled 
out another blood-strewn strip of leather and wrapped it around the 
shallow cut. 

We resumed our walk up the slope to the Royal Quarter. We'd left 
our horses at the Sturgess Compound, wanting to blend in as we 
crossed the more mundane areas of the city, mostly those located 
outside of Circum Road. 

We met a new sergeant at the Eastmarch gate. He immediately 
directed us through while his ceremonial pike remained in a restful 
stance against the portal’s courtyard wall. 

Safe inside the King’s mighty wall, | paused, unwound the leather 
band from Yseria’s arm, and wrapped it around my wrist. Immediately, 
| felt her presence restored, and my anxiety dropped. Blood was 
thicker than magic. 

“Nice work,” she said. “I didn’t know you could do that.” 

“That was the work of Saint Yseria,” | replied with a laugh. “Anyway, 
it just seemed to make sense.” 


Chapter 7 
Murderhall 


Upon reaching Sturgess Hall, | pulled Sevin aside and sent him 
back out on a mission for me. | would need some quiet time to analyze 
everything | learned from the Divine Mother and, having a reinforced 
connection to Yseria, my mind spun even further off course. | could 
feel Yser’s presence even when she wasn't in the room, whereas with 
Sevin, | had a hard time noticing him when he was standing right 
beside me. 

My only solution was to track down Raven. 

| found her talking with Keil and Andy in our suite’s large living room 
and cut in, “How was training this morning, Keil? Volk still pushing you 
hard?” 

Now that we were behind safer walls, | hadn’t let my company’s 
training regimen slip. Keil still had some catching up to do with the 
others in his ability to bring down a demon. The rest were all full- 
blooded sentinels, and | didn’t want to risk Keil in the field until we 
knew he was ready. 

On the other hand, Keil’s mouth was razor-sharp. “Well, while you 
were sleeping in, we were all showing a thing or two to the judge’s 
vaunted Kingsmen,” he replied. 

“Keil, you know we don’t want to scare them with Ara. Especially not 
with his morning face,” said Andarion. 

“What face?” | said. 

| had a morning face. Who knew? 

“Rae knows the one. She sees it every time we pull you out of bed 
and away from her.” 


| was reasonably sure that our talismans were talking behind our 
backs for him to draw that conclusion, but he was probably right. | was 
thoroughly smitten with my betrothed, and the last few moments with 
Rae each morning got me through the day. 

Andy continued, “Speaking of which, it looks like you and Rae have 
something to discuss. Keil and | were just leaving.” 

Luckily, Rae had a great read on my moods and knew something 
was up. She pulled me into our private room and shut the door. Before 
| could say a word, she had me pinned to the wall with her body, her 
lips locked to mine. Neither of us uttered a word for the next hour, 
leaving our clothes and our worries behind. Even after we’d finished 
our second round, | couldn’t bring myself to speak. | couldn’t describe 
the feelings that flew through me—golden, intense emotions, all. 

On the other hand, Rae knew precisely what to say to mark the 
occasion. “Why do you smell like a brothel?” 

“You remember when Loeb said that it was a bad idea for a Vigil to 
visit the Witches Divine? Well, | think | understand what he meant, 
based on where they live.” 

“Oh, really? And how did Yseria like that?” Rae’s arresting smirk 
was spiked with jealousy. 

| enjoyed both of her reactions. “Let’s just say that next time I'll be 
taking Andarion or Sevin. Yser may have liked it a bit too much, 
especially watching me suffer.” 

“Good thing that she couldn’t feel you suffer, or she might have 
jumped you right then and there. Are you feeling better now?” Rae 
already knew the answer to that. 

My insides had cooled, and the brutal ache for release was gone. | 
kissed her again, breathing in her exotic scent of roses and myrrh. She 
smelled like a princess, but in my mind, she purred like a cat basking, 
warm, and well-fed. 

“| might have to keep you,” | whispered in her ear. 

“| bet you say that to all the girls.” She nuzzled my neck. 

“Well, there was this one blind waif, maybe my age, selling stems 
on the corner up the street from Cold Harbor where the Witches live. 
Yseria laughed at my clumsy attempts to flirt with her.” 

“And you didn’t even bring me back some flowers?” 


“Actually,” | said, hopping out of bed to get my pack. “Here are three 
roses straight from ‘the garden of the King,’ according to the waif.” 

“Wow, then | must accept them. They’re beautiful,” she beamed. 
“When she said they were from the garden of the King, do you think 
that she was telling the truth?” 

| thought about it for a second, and | kissed her long and hard. “She 
was. I’m sure of it. She spoke the truth to me the entire time. What do 
you think that means?” 

HHH 

Arch Mickens explained, “The Garden of the King is a small, vibrant 
neighborhood in the Lower Market area, not far from the Riverfront and 
Warehouse Districts. Certainly not a lovely place, the name being 
sarcastic in origin and present reality, the Garden is one of the first 
places we consider for suspects. The Garden hosts a long list of less 
than reputable taverns, brothels, and dens, with everything from 
thievery, live gambling, and even slave-trading filling the night. We 
patrol there during the daytime, but we try to avoid the area once the 
sun goes down. It holds a few too many dark alleys with even darker 
denizens roaming them, all under the watchful eye of the Market boss.” 

“Who’s the Market boss, and do they have any connection to Boss 
Sarpa?” | said. 

“Market is run by Otison Gambol, the top of the heap when it comes 
to vanity and greed. We're certain all the District bosses are under the 
thumb of Sarpa. Occasionally, one is found floating face-down along 
the banks of the Bull River, and the Overboss will have elevated a 
new, more loyal hand. Rumor has it that Gambol earned his position 
by unleashing the black-eyes and exploiting their power in the Garden 
to assert dominant control. Folks in the underground expect him to one 
day challenge Sarpa for control of the Coven, but so far, he seems to 
be fully loyal to the Overboss.” 

“So, infiltrating the local operation of Gambol might get us one step 
closer to Sarpa?” 

“One step closer along a deadly path. Your Vigil status won’t protect 
you in the Garden—definitely not after dark.” 

“Arch, that’s where you're wrong,” | replied. “The Vigil isn’t about 
status. It’s about having the ability to identify threats and conquer the 


deadly denizens of Hell in any Infernal hole that they call home. You 
saw the black-eye that killed Javen. Any chance that anyone in the 
Garden of the King could take it down?” 

“Probably not,” he said. “Though who’s to say that the Garden 
doesn’t have a few of those waiting for interlopers.” 

“Well, that will only make our visit there that much more fun.” | 
turned to Raven, “Do you have any plans for tomorrow night?” 

HH 

My shadows moved silently through the byways of the Garden. 
Dark and diminutive, Yseria lurked half a block behind me, while Sevin 
was a block ahead, pushing his way through the chaotic crowds and 
unwashed scents of the Garden of the King. Yser was breathing in the 
humid night air and breathing out excitement, and | was feeling a rush 
at being on the hunt in a predator-rich environment. 

Sevin stalked forward in a full sentinel kit with a shield strapped 
across his back, well ignored due to the Coven ring hanging around his 
neck. He was our point man, and he didn’t let his emotions get carried 
away, too much anyway. The Coven ring had been able to hide a 
raging black-eye demon from my clear sight, making me confident that 
the scattered crowds and lurkers would ignore him. 

Raven had provided us with a tether for Sevin’s ring, and | added a 
few drops of my blood to the leather to make sure Sevin would be able 
to sense me in the zone, even while | was wearing my talisman. He 
had added a few drops of his blood to my leather wrist band, and | 
could discern both of my guards as easily as if | were talking to them 
face to face. 

Sevin had spent the previous afternoon keeping an eye on the 
flower seller, Hart. He had trailed her into the maze that was the 
Garden of the King shortly before dusk, and she’d ended up at a busy 
spot called the Lucky Star Inn. The Garden hugged the borders of the 
Market, Warehouse, and Riverfront realms, the Lower Districts as they 
were known, and the heavy traffic in the area reversed its flow as the 
sun went down. King sanctioned traffic went home, as had Sevin. 

We'd spent the day planning and preparing to dip our big toes into 
the pond of the Underboss of Market. | intended to be the last one in 
the pool by the end of the night, and as an outsider of the Garden, | 


had my work cut out for me in merely reaching the local boss. 

My first stop was the Lucky Star Inn, leaving my guards outside, a 
stone’s throw from the front door. The night was young, and the 
coldest of the crowd wasn’t out and about yet. | met the place’s owner, 
a robust older woman named Dara Brink, and ate dinner tucked into 
the corner of the dimly lit dining room. Dara Brink offered decent food 
and a warm smile, which | found odd in a place where most folks 
walked in armed to the teeth. She ran the Inn with a keen eye and the 
voice of an army sergeant. 

In a short while, Hart appeared at my table. She spoke with more 
than a hint of sarcasm, “Good evening, Ara, what brings such a fine 
gentleman to my side of town? Run out of brothels in the Upper 
Market?” 

My mind started to itch. How had Hart recognized me? I’d scrubbed 
away any hint of a brothel earlier that morning. 

“Hart, thank you for asking, but | just got the last one scraped off of 
me. As it is, I’m looking for some excitement. Any must-see sites in the 
Garden of the King tonight?” | voiced this last question a bit louder and 
with a slight slur of speech as Hart’s shadow approached on my right. | 
turned my head casually, looking startled at the young man’s 
appearance. 

“Ho, your friend is here, Hart. What’s your name, friend?” | stood up 
in a polite, eye-to-eye, self-defense sort of way. 

| had caught the man flat-footed, and there was little he could do but 
answer. 

“Draeger, hand to the Market boss,” he gruffed. 

“Well, does the Market boss have anything on tap this evening that | 
might enjoy?” | watched Hart’s thin frame scurrying away. 

Draeger looked a little too young to be a hand of any boss, nor did 
he wear the Coven ring of an assassin. My best guess was that this 
would be a dead-end, in more ways than one, but | had to roll forward. 

“When you’ve finished your meal, | would be glad to show you to 
the finest of our pits where you can bet on the bloodiest fights that 
you'll ever see in Maidenhall,” he said. 

He didn’t seem to appreciate my interest in Hart, and | could feel his 
gleeful malice at showing me the pits. Little did he know, | lived for the 


pits. 

“That would be perfect,” | replied with a genuine smile. 

A short time later, | paid for the meal and offered my regards to 
Dara Brink. She may have been a bit taken aback by my manners as | 
could feel her anxiety and puzzlement as | left. Draeger led me out the 
backdoor of the inn and away from my bodyguards. 

“Shortcut,” he explained as we walked up a perfectly dark and filthy 
alley. 

The rancid smell of garbage didn’t hide the four goons waiting for us 
at the mouth of the alleyway. 

“Friends of yours?” | pointed. 

“Of course. | was tired of walking, so | decided to bring the fight to 
you. | hope you don’t mind—,” Draeger shortened his response as my 
right vambrace caught him across the jaw. 

| didn’t expect him to be getting up any time soon. 

The four big-and-uglies had drawn knives and clubs. They jogged 
down the alley toward me. 

| hesitated, looking confused. 

The largest of the group took the lead to finish me off quickly. 

| skipped left in a blur. 

The brute’s long-knife missed wide. 

Fei-Krull bit into his right side—it had to be agonizing. 

| called on his pain, dropping him to the ground. It filled me with a 
surge of energy, and before they knew it, two more of the muggers 
were down on their knees with agonizing punctures. 

The fourth remained standing with my fang-dagger pressing 
unkindly into his ear. | think that may have hurt. It certainly got the 
man’s attention, and the longer | twisted it, the more cooperative he 
became. 

“The last is always the first to go,” | said, whispering into his good 
ear. “Care to show me to the Market boss? Or should | collect one of 
your friends here instead?” 

He was tough. His eyes clenched shut under the strain that | 
applied. 

My anger boiled and turned on this soul, slamming it with shame at 
his failure to kill me. More anger flooded forth, and | feasted on it, my 


fury growing in strength and leaning back hard upon his will. 

Pointing at Draeger, | gave an order, “Kill him.” 

The man followed the command with a stamp of his large boot 
across Draeger’s neck, and we all heard the pop. 

| left the other three knuckles alive. They were only following orders, 
and their combined pain offered me a beacon that | could use during 
my trek through the dark maze of the Garden. If we circled back, | 
would know. 

“What’s your name?” | said. 

“Lake.” 

“Let’s get going, Lake. Lead the way to the boss.” 

A few blocks later, we entered a huge, crowded hall, a converted 
warehouse by the looks of it. A massive iron cage dominated the 
middle of the room, and numerous smaller cells sat against the back 
wall, tucked underneath a well-guarded platform. Long rows of steps 
had been built across opposite walls on our left and right, supporting 
hundreds of spectators. Armed guards kept watch on the entrance and 
the nearby wage-takers, while others controlled access to the far 
platform where a host of better-dressed, underworld somebodies 
milled, waiting for the next round to begin. 

Besides the air of rampant aggression, nothing smelled right about 
the place. | was immediately aware of three black-eyes, held in 
covered cages at the back of the hall. They lacked the magical mask 
like the one that we had faced upon arrival in Maidenhall, and their 
presence was motivating. 

| punched Lake in his ruined ear and told him to get moving. 

The nearby guards took note but didn’t approach. There were plenty 
of bodyguards scattered in the stands, watching the backs of their 
charges, and several more across the room, stationed around the 
platform and what had to be the Underboss himself. 

| pulled hard on Lake’s pain and humiliation, my rage ramping but 
clamped in place behind an inner dam. 

My two guards entered the building as we climbed the stairs to the 
platform. We brushed past a beautiful, well-dressed woman with a 
massive bodyguard. The fact that she’d arrived earlier irked me for 
some reason, but her expensive attire and regal posture hadn't 


allowed her access into the boss’s inner circle on the raised platform. 

Noting her daunting bodyguard, | wouldn’t have let her in either. | 
hoped that they had the sense to stand back. 

A pair of solid bodyguards blocked our way onto the platform. | trod 
the tempered path first. “Draeger sent us over. Said | should meet the 
Market boss,” | spoke loudly, announcing my intention to everyone in 
the vicinity. 

| was hoping the dead lackey’s name would unlock the way forward 
before | unlocked something else. 

“You'll have to leave your weapons with us,” said the larger of the 
two. 

It was a reasonable request, but the thought of another man 
touching Fei-Krull instantly pissed me off. 

“You can have them if you can take them off of me, otherwise step 
aside.” | pulled on their anger and pride in an utterly counter-productive 
manner. 

Neither man budged, as expected. 

“Lake, please ring the doorbell.” | unlocked my anger and Lake’s 
cage. 

He threw a punch into the first guard’s jaw and charged, drawing 
the other guards’ attention and the ire of the crowd around us. The 
second bouncer fell backward with a sudden, fang-sized hole in this 
temple. | walked calmly toward the Underboss, a man more than a bit 
annoyed by the unexpected scene. 

Otison Gambol was a man of power. Beyond a predator, he held a 
position of pure domination. | could sense his ability and confidence in 
defending himself from an attack, but he loathed the idea of having to 
do so. His attire was that of a duke. His right hand wore a jewel of 
royal proportions. 

Lake was down for good now, and the six remaining guards on the 
platform were calmly regrouping. | searched the crowd around me. 
We'd been followed onto the stage by the regal lady and her two 
bodyguards, one, an unassuming dark elf. 

“Who are you, and why are you here?” The boss seemed off- 
balance, searching for a moment. 

We were in his house, and he quickly recovered as he watched his 


remaining bodyguards and his second step forward into the gap 
between us. The second was pure muscle, adorned with blades and 
black leather. | could skate on his ice-cold aura. 

“Sarpa is not pleased that you are playing with his tools, and neither 
am I,” | growled at him, my plan for diplomacy wholly forgotten. 

There was a plan? 

“Sarpa, you say?” The boss replied with a smirk. 

“Why did he give you the black-eyes?” 

“To keep the King and his men at bay. To draw a line through the 
city that they can’t cross.” 

“And yet you spend them without his consent.” | watched the truth 
play out on the Underboss’s face. 

Otison Gambol took his time considering my words, and | could 
sense a new determination arriving behind his eyes. 

The Underboss focused intensely in my direction as if trying to 
memorize my face, saying “Only the Kingsmen call them black-eyes. 
Sarpa prefers the term rippers. The Coven rips out their souls and 
replaces them with monsters that can rip out the hearts of our 
enemies. Kingsmen aren’t welcome here, certainly not after dark. 
There will be repercussions.” 

His confidence and malice grew as he pieced together a picture of 
the threat before him. | must have looked like a child; an over-bold, 
over-green Kingsman ripe for shredding in front of this loyal crowd. | 
had become the main event to spice up an otherwise dull night. 

He nudged a bookish-looking man that lingered at his left shoulder 
and snapped an order at him, “Have them fill the main cage with a 
ripper. Do it now.” 

We watched as three smaller cages rolled up to the pit cage below 
us. A ripper walked through the reinforced gates into the caged arena, 
settling into a corner. | pushed a blast of anger in its direction, and it 
howled like a window opening to Hell, drawing the attention of all in the 
cavernous hall and probably for several blocks around it. 

“Do you have anything to say for yourself before we proceed?” The 
boss smiled. 

| looked around the platform, pushing fear in all directions and 
pulling anger from Gambol’s dead-eyed second. 


The burly man was edging a bit too far into my personal space. As 
he drew his blade, Exile snapped outward, clipping his throat—messy 
that. 

The spray caught both the boss and me in its short-lived arc, 
painting us a partnership for tonight’s action. 

The second dropped to his knees before his face hit the floor in a 
growing pool of blood. The demons caged below erupted in a 
cacophony of hunger and anticipation, blanketing the room with an 
invisible layer of fear. The rippers wanted in on the action. 

| loathed their dark presence. 

The crowd around the building was beginning to get restless, fueled 
by the inhuman contents of the cages and the clear altercation 
happening above it. 

Bursting with rage, | pulled the fear around me into a wave of 
emotion collapsing upon the boss. | may have swayed a little in the 
process. “I’m not a Kingsmen,” | said. “But | am a betting man. Aren’t 
you?” 

The boss seemed to give way under the dark pressure, his 
confidence shaken, the smile sliding from his ugly face. He held up a 
hand to signal his remaining guards, halting their advance from all over 
the hall—his garish diamond ring catching everyone’s attention. 

“We can make a wager,” he offered, trying to maintain a hold on the 
situation while staring at his suddenly dead second. “You go into the 
pit and kill that ripper, and I'll let you live.” 

“Ha! Let’s do this right. | accept your challenge with the condition 
that if | kill that ripper, you and all of your men fight the other two 
rippers at once,” | countered loudly, making sure his men and the 
patrons nearby heard the offer. “Certainly, the Underboss of the 
Market District can outfight one rogue teen.” 

Otison Gambol hesitated, looking for the angle that | was playing. 
The regal Lady stepped forward. 

“This sounds like a most stimulating wager. Please don’t disappoint 
us,” she pleaded with the boss, shaking an especially heavy purse. 
The exceedingly gaudy ring on her left hand caught Gambol’s eye, and 
| pulled hard on the greed that filled him, devouring any apprehension 
that he might have felt. 


“Do we have a deal?” | said. “A simple House challenge, which you 
will announce to all in attendance before | step into the pit.” 

He had a way forward, and it was a simple task for the ripper 
waiting below. | needed him to take the bet. | looked at him 
expectantly. 

The Market boss stood and made the announcement, stirring up the 
crowd. The wagering began with almost insulting odds placed against 
me. 

Perfect. 

As | walked down to the pit cage’s entrance, | stripped off my armor 
and my shirt, only keeping my leather-clad pants and a mismatched 
pair of steel vambraces. The reaction to my disrobing was mixed. The 
raucous crowd stared with curiosity at my many exotic scars, and | 
heard a few more wagers being placed. The man-demon in the cage 
howled and threw its funk at me. | drew both of my weapons and 
pushed its half-hearted pall right back. Pointing Exile in the ripper’s 
direction, it backed into its corner as | stepped into the cage. The cage 
door slammed behind me, signaling an end to the betting and leaving a 
stark silence in the huge hall. 

I'd fought lesser demons before in one on one combat. In my 
Opinion, rippers were as deadly but easier to read. | waited for the 
fiend’s furious charge, Exile blurred, and the monster’s head rolled up 
against the heavily stained bars of the cage. 

| had reached a count of two after stepping into the fighting pit. 

The crowd took a moment to find itself and roared in approval. The 
hundreds of lost bets in the crowd were well worth it. Rippers were a 
source of terror for the Garden’s residents, and to see one so easily 
destroyed offered a sense of hope, a chance for relief. 

| felt the mood in the room shift at the new possibility, while Boss 
Gambol seethed with anger. 

| returned to the platform carrying my kit. “Your turn, Boss. Should 
be easy work.” 

As the two remaining rippers settled into the pit below, Gambol set 
the betting odds in his favor, knowing the crowd would back him 
heavily after my performance made it look so easy. Perfect. 

Removing a pair of silver daggers from my pack, | tossed them into 


the cage below for the black-eyes to use. 

Fair is only fair. 

A distant truth flickered on the horizon for the Underboss as he 
recognized them, but it was too late. The bets had already been 
placed, mine being the steepest of all. 

The sentinels of the Order of the Vigil train daily to face the physical 
attacks of the Infernal Horde, and even so, they suffer losses almost 
every time a demon is faced. Besides an inhuman quickness and 
toughness, the demons push a strong sense of fear and despair into 
every fight. Few of us had immunity to their soul-stunning spell, and 
that meant defeat for the Market boss and his half-dozen well-armed 
but poorly prepared guards. 

The silver daggers did little to sway the outcome. My unsheathed 
glaive provoked the rippers to a new level of fury, and the demons 
quickly acquired better weapons from dead guards in the first few 
seconds of the fight. By the end, the six henchmen were nothing but 
pieces of flesh strewn about the floor with the Underboss mixed in. The 
red-painted fiends sat back in their corners of the pit with little more 
than a few shallow cuts. 

The platform had become devoid of anyone else, save for the 
Underboss’s former assistant, the richly elegant lady, and her two 
bodyguards. The woman beamed, and | could see her mind counting 
the mountain of gold marks that she’d won. The former assistant stood 
in shock, unable to move as | faced him. 

“You may be of use to me. What is your name?” | said, sheathing 
my sword and letting up on the morbid pressure that I'd been throwing 
hard all night. 

“Gideon Weeks,” he squeaked. 

“Gideon, please assign the remaining guards to the entrance of the 
hall. We don’t want any bets to go missing tonight. Tell them that the 
guards will receive a cut of everything we collect.” 

“Place your bets! One last fight for tonight!” | shouted to the 
cavernous room. “To complete Boss Gambol’s challenge and help 
clean up the pit, | will now take on the two remaining black-eyed 
monsters at once.” 

Noting a stunned silence in the room, | glanced at Gideon Weeks 


and added, “The House offers even odds!” 

This last bit sent the room into a frenzy of greed and betting activity, 
and | saw several new faces streaming into the hall as word of the 
event spread. 

The armed rippers had made short work of the boss and his best 
henchmen. Each black-eye wielded a newly acquired sword, and | 
expected a healthy stack of wagers against me. 

The black-eyes burst from their corners as one when | entered the 
pit. My rage bucked forth, slowing them slightly, and | broke to the 
right, slipping past the nearest. It fell with its leg sheared off at the 
knee and slid away through a pool of fresh blood. 

My momentum across the wet surface also left plenty to be desired. 
| slammed into the cage bars. Pushing off, | spun into the next ripper 
as it swung for my back. 

Exile took its sword arm. 

Fei-Krull found the brute’s forehead. 

The essence of the demon burned, and smoke shot forth in a large 
black cloud as the dagger devoured its fetid soul. Fei-Krull fed off of 
the half-legged black-eye as well, sating the death-demon’s perpetual 
hunger and making a great point for the raucous crowd. 

The cage door remained locked shut. Yseria stood nearby, holding 
my clothes and travel pack. She pointed to my chest, where the Vigil 
scars smoked in my sordid rage, and she shook her head. 

| cast my gaze around the room. 

Eyes wide with shock and shattered greed stared back. The lady up 
on the platform nodded my way in satisfaction and threw a clean towel 
down into the cage. 

| called to the crowd, “In a minute, I'll join you. Please make sure to 
pay off or collect on all of your bets before you leave. The hall is now 
closed until further notice.” 

The place emptied rapidly while | got half cleaned and fully dressed, 
leaving only those with an interest in the potential new Market boss 
plus a dozen less than lethal guards. 

Checking all the bodies in the pit, | netted one impressive diamond 
ring from Gambol’s finger and an odd-looking key from his pocket. | 
also gathered back the pair of silver daggers. 


First things first, | found Gideon and got a tally on the night’s betting 
results. The haul was immense, more than ten thousand gold marks, 
or the equivalent of one hundred thousand silver marks. Unfortunately 
for the establishment, an insightful lady had bet heavily on the winner 
in each of the three rounds, letting her winnings ride forward. Her 
notes tallied to more than fifty thousand gold marks. 

Gideon’s face said it all as he sent several guards to empty the 
vault. “Not only have you removed the current Market boss and his 
henchmen, but Lady Rose more than cleaned us out. | will have to 
leave her a promissory note for the balance as we can only cover half 
tonight.” 

| asked Gideon, “Do you know of any local Sarpa soldiers or anyone 
that would be terribly upset by the death of the Market boss?” 

“No, | mean, Gambol was thought to be loyal to Sarpa, but now that 
he’s dead along with all of his most loyal guards, and, well, after 
tonight’s financial debacle, | don’t expect Sarpa to be overly upset at 
the man’s demise.” 

After reviewing the dozen remaining guards for their loyalties and 
concerns, | handed each a bag of one hundred gold marks. | directed 
six to escort the dame Lady Rose, who was still safely perched on the 
platform, to her carriage, along with her bodyguards and her heavy 
bags of winnings. They were to make sure that she made it safely out 
of the Garden. | had their scents memorized and impressed upon each 
of them the consequences of their actions, providing them a dark 
nudge of encouragement and fear. 

“Did Gambol have any family in the district?” | asked, looking to tie 
up any loose ends. 

“He had a mistress, Arriana, who lives in a townhouse nearby, and 
a nephew, Draeger, that works for him around the neighborhood,” said 
Gideon. 

“The nephew, a skinny sort, maybe eighteen?” 

Gideon Weeks nodded. 

| broke the bad news, “Lake killed him earlier tonight. Give the 
mistress a hundred gold marks and send her on her way tonight. Make 
sure she knows that it was Sarpa’s rippers that got her man and that 
the Kingsmen are soon to be here investigating. Have a guard turn her 


out without delay. Now, who’s left in these cages?” 

The fearful reek of unwashed prey coated the back of the room. 

“Big debtors, mainly. Gambol used them as ring fodder. Forgave 
their debts if they ever won a match, which was seldom, or he sent 
them off for conversion into rippers.” He shuddered in disgust. 

“Hand each one a silver mark and turn them loose. Tell them that if | 
see them again for the wrong reasons, they will receive a more 
permanent mark.” 

“There are a few more in the basement that you should see. The 
dangerous ones.” Gideon pointed to a door concealed behind the 
cages. 

“Lead the way.” | waved for Yser and Sevin to follow. 

Behind the hidden and locked door, a well-worn stairway led down 
to a basement beneath the hall. The passage opened into a well-lit 
area with a small barracks, a storage room, an empty money vault, 
and finally, the entrance to a cell block hidden behind a wall of ale 
casks. The area reeked of the Infernal. 

“Gambol used witches to charm the keys, doors, and locks here, 
he explained, handing me his key. “This is one of only two special 
keys, and only those with a key can see the hidden doors around 
here.” 

Gideon’s key matched the one | already had pocketed from 
Gambol’s corpse. 

“Why don’t you and the remaining guards clear out the debtors 
upstairs while | check on the prisoners down here,” | said to Gideon. 
“And then send the guards away with their earnings. I'll sort them later 
if we ever need them.” 

| could feel his apprehension at being down here, and it was 
distracting. He knew what | would find, his anxiety all too apparent 
before he left. 

Entering the prisoner area, we noted a dozen cells lining a long, 
dimly lit hall. A black cloud of hate permeated the confined space, its 
source located farther down the row. The first two cells were empty, 
and the next held a corpse, still warm from an earlier fight. The fourth 
cell held a predator, a rabid jackal of a human being. He had my full 
attention. 


” 


“Who are you, and why are you here?” | greeted the man while 
trying to stay far enough back from the stench of his rot. 

His eyelids slowly opened as if waking to the smell of dinner. He 
had several fresh scars on his arms to show for his time in the pit, but 
nothing too severe. 

“Who wants to know?” he spat. 

“The one that might feed you,” | replied. “Or not.” 

He was hungry, so he stood up and approached the bars. 
“Scanlon,” he said, giving me a polite, if not sardonic, bow and a smile 
from a mouth of rotting teeth. “They say | raped a flower girl, a blind 
one. Don’t know how the boss figured it was me. Still, she was worth 
it.” 

His confession chilled me. He was guilty of his crime and 
immensely enjoying his sentence—nightly fights with pathetic debtors 
—enjoying the violence, and being in a position of guaranteed power. 
He was like the late Otison Gambol in that respect. 

And then it hit me. How many blind flower girls lived in the Market 
District? And hadn’t | smelled like a brothel when | first met Hart? 
Hadn't | acted like a predator in front of her? 

| spat my sudden shame and self-consciousness back at Scanlon, 
my decision easily made. 

“Well, I’m glad to offer you a quicker justice,” | said, drawing Exile 
and slamming it into the rapist’s gut. His pain fed me well as we 
watched his life slowly drain away. 

The last two cells in the hall were a pair, and they scared me more 
than anything I’d seen in my young vigilhood. The first held an almost 
lifeless man, his age hidden by burn scars across his face, but his 
muscled frame and ragged beard showed some level of maturity. His 
clear blue eyes stared at the ceiling, unmoving. He wasn’t dead, but | 
couldn’t sense his soul either. A thick black wave pulsed from the next 
cell, blanketing the dormant man. 

The adjacent cell held a demon beyond strange. Lion-sized, it wore 
the body of a scorpion with the diamond-patterned skin of a desert 
snake. A bony human-looking hand waved from the end of the 
monster’s tail, and its face resembled a hag with rotten teeth that 
chattered mindlessly. An altar with a familiar relic box lay smashed and 


scattered about the floor beneath its many feet. Seeing the summoning 
device there in that cell beneath Maidenhall was another punch to the 
gut, and | staggered back in surprise, choking on the cloud of black 
that surrounded me. Rage leaked from my every pore. | drew Exile 
again. 

The odd demon howled and slammed into the reinforced door 
between us. Waves of vile darkness spewed outward from the locked 
cell, and its skin shed black dust onto the floor. My vision pin-holed as | 
devoured the burning wave of pestilence. Strong arms finally 
embraced me, dragging me back down the hall, amidst the echoes of a 
shrieking fiend. Black blood flowed from the demon’s cell. Someone 
had opened its door. 

Gideon stumbled to a halt in front of me, then backed away in fear, 
realizing his mistake. His bladder let go as he edged toward the stairs. 
| spun free of my captors and found myself face to face with my friend 
Cat. 

What the feth was she doing here? 

She slapped me hard. 

HH 

The steps outside Magnum Hall were blessedly silent, the early 
morning light pinching my eyes as my head lay in Yseria’s lap. The 
tracks of spent tears lined her dusty cheeks above me. Sevin stood a 
short distance away, still in full kit, looking outward, waiting impatiently. 
Several hours must have passed since I’d visited the basement, but 
my Vigil scars were still on fire beneath my shirt, and the left side of my 
face stung. | reached up and gently brushed Yser’s cheek. 

“Did it rain?” | was at a loss for anything sensible to say. 

| didn’t feel like sitting up, the warmth of Yseria sheltering me from a 
host of pains and uncertainties, but Sevin was standing, convincing me 
to do the same. Alphas. Feth it. 

“It did last night. A storm passed through,” she replied. “I’m not sure 
Gideon Weeks will ever be dry in your presence again.” 

“Is he around?” 

Gideon was my one ticket to getting a handle on the Market 
underground and what was going on here. | intended to set up shop 
and wait for the Overboss to arrive. 


“He said to leave a message at the Lucky Star Inn when things 
were safe,” said Sevin, looking my way. There was plenty of anxiety 
there as he caught my eye. He quickly resumed his usual calm, 
confident self. 

| pulled on that feeling to help me stand up. 

A sane mind at hand can do miracles. 

My mouth tasted of ashes, and my Vigil brandings remained fresh 
with pain, but | could breathe evenly, and | tried to shake off the soot of 
evil that still clung to my being. 

“Sevin, please deliver the message for Gideon and also leave a 
message for Hart that the Market boss wants to see her here when 
she’s available.” 

The young sentinel marched off, his relief palpable. 

“Does Sevin look a little sore this morning?” | asked Yseria. 

A thread of fear ran through her as she recalled last night’s events. 
“Well, you threw him across the basement and into a wall. You'll be 
able to see the dent in the wall where his shield hit.” 

“Things got a little out of hand, didn’t they?” 

“No, but YOU did, and a lot out of hand, not a little. | felt you 
suddenly leave, and someone else showed up in your place, a Warlord 
ready to destroy everything around it. You tore open the demon-hag’s 
cell with your bare hands and chopped up the beast with your glaive, 
the weapon shrieking the whole time. When Gideon finally returned, 
you were on fire, literally, and screaming for blood. Suddenly Sevin 
was embedded in a wall, Gideon had pissed himself and ran, and |, 
well, | froze. | didn’t know what to do when you looked at me. | think | 
blacked out for a moment, and when | came back, you were out cold 
on the floor.” 

“You hit me!” | exclaimed, rubbing my cheek as things finally started 
to fill in. “And you burned your hand doing it, didn’t you?” 

It was Yseria, not Cat that | had seen, | think. | could feel the pain 
pulsing in her hand. It matched perfectly to the welt on the side of my 
face. 

“| don’t remember that at all, but yes, my right palm is blistered,” she 
admitted. 

| had a feeling that Yser and Sevin weren't the only ones suffering 


from the events of last night, but we had things to do. 
“Let’s be quick about this. | want to get things sorted and locked 
away downstairs before the Kingsmen or anyone else arrives.” 


Chapter 8 
Magnum Hall 


I'd pocketed both keys. The charm attached to them resisted 
copying, and when the vault was locked, it became invisible to anyone 
not holding a key. The underworld seemed well connected to workers 
of the esoteric arts, and | had to wonder if the Witches Divine weren't 
also on their payroll. 

The building’s guards had made themselves scarce, hopefully at 
Gideon’s request. If any had witnessed the scene in the basement last 
night, | doubted that they would be back. On the other hand, | didn’t 
mind rumors spreading about monsters lurking below Magnum Hall, as 
the place was officially known. It would help keep the curious away. 

Further exploration of the basement uncovered another reinforced 
door, which opened using either of the two vault keys. It led to a long 
corridor, another locked door, and finally a storage room with a narrow 
stairway that ended up in the pantry of a comfortable looking 
townhouse. The three-story mansion was recently occupied, with the 
lingering scent of a woman’s perfume and comfortably busy office that 
must have belonged to the former Underboss. The house boasted 
reinforced doors front and back, with a steel gate and twelve-foot-tall 
stone walls bordering the property. We made sure it was empty, locked 
it up, and backtracked to Magnum Hall. 

Emerging from the basement, we met Raven, my company of 
sentinels, and a squad of Kingsmen. Archibald Mickens and his 
Kingsmen were trying to sort through the horrific scene inside Magnum 
Hall. All of my sentinels, few as they were, wore a combat kit and were 
standing guard around the hall’s main entrance. Raven had changed 


from the garb of an adventurous noblewoman into her usual leather 
armor and carried the black blade Ta/on across her back. 

Rae also bore the miserable weight of loss, anxiety, and a long 
sleepless night. Her relief at seeing me was palpable, and yet she 
remained at arm’s length. 

“Where did you go?” She touched her chest where the silver Ylamil 
talisman hung. “Last night, | couldn’t feel your presence, and now, 
you're burning?” 

She was right. 

| was burning inside and out—so much so that | had little attention 
left for anyone else. “Rae, I’m not sure. We found a broken altar 
downstairs and a demon that seemed to be used to create more black- 
eyes. It gushed black energy and overwhelmed me somehow. It 
appears that | killed it and blacked out, or maybe it was the other way 
around.” 

Yser added her take, “He thinks that | hit him in the face after he 
threw Sevin across the room.” 

Where was Cat? Safe in Lockrun, of course. Even if the girl did 
have a habit of catching me at my worst, she wasn’t here, slapping me 
down in Murderhall. 

Sevin walked over at the mention of his name. He showed us the 
dent in his shield. 

“He’s sprained his shoulder,” said a newly familiar voice. Hart 
tapped her stick impatiently to get past my sentinels at the door. 

| yelled, “Hart, what brings you here?” and waved to Hicks to let her 
in. “How would you know that Sevin hurt his shoulder?” 

“| was told to meet the boss here, at Magnum Hall. Sevin mentioned 
his injury to me when we spoke earlier this morning at the Lucky Star.” 
Hart paused. “Why does it smell like a butcher’s pit in here? And Ara, 
why do you smell like a side of bacon fried in Hell?” 

“| managed to burn myself in a few places,” | answered carefully, 
remembering one moment of violence that Hart might find pertinent to 
her life. Okay, maybe there were a few pertinent moments, but | had to 
start somewhere. “Hart, | met some difficult people last night; strong 
words were exchanged, violence ensued.” 

Hart stared blindly at me, failing to mask her fear. “The rippers and 


the Scarred Man—the Garden is buzzing with the news this morning.” 

| looked over at Yseria and Raven and Sevin. 

My next step would be to pull Hart into my violent world by showing 
her what I'd done to Scanlon, using shock or fear to gain control over 
her, to track down some weakness that | could snare. | thanked the 
Saints that she couldn’t see the Infernal mess running through my 
mind or the burgeoning black fire on the surface of my soul. 

Or so | thought. 

“Ara, are you there?” said Hart. “Why are you burning yourself 
down? What’s going on?” 

Rae and Yseria seemed as surprised as |. They both nodded, 
confirming the eerily accurate description by the blind flower seller. 

| couldn’t go where | wanted to go, but | needed Hart to know the 
truth, that justice was served last night, and that she was safer for it. 

“Hart, did you know that the boss had a prison beneath Magnum 
Hall? He held some horrible fiends down there.” 

“| had heard such.” 

A glimmer of fear seemed to peek out through Hart’s opaque eyes, 
and | felt a pang of hunger surge up inside me. 

Feth. | was addicted to it—the pain and the fear in others and the 
control and power it gave me. | couldn’t tell Hart the news about 
Scanlon. | knew how she would feel and how | would react, pulling 
upon her darkest feelings. 

| recalled my conversation with a soul-poisoned Paladin. Cynan 
Black had been overwhelmed by the demonic pall of evil that clung 
thickly after so many years. Reaching behind my back, | drew out Fei- 
Krull. 

“Ara,” Rae and Yseria spoke in unison. 

Hart stood motionless, a curious expression adorning her innocent 
face as Sevin stepped between us. 

“Don't,” he said, grabbing my right arm in his steel grip. 

| spoke through gritted teeth, “Sevin, you’re quite possibly the 
bravest man | know.” 

The fact that he had attempted to help me last night in my crazed 
and blackened state of mind tipped the scales heavily in his favor. 

“Take it,” | said. “And please don’t make Rae do it.” | released the 


dagger and held out my hand. 

Sevin didn’t ask what or why. 

Fei-Krull bit hard, piercing my palm, the tip of the six-inch fang 
punching out the back of my hand. The effect was immediate: the 
blade devoured the darkness that was hounding me. The literal 
burning of my Vigil scars and the sting of my scalded face suddenly 
eased. 

| bent, bowed low, keeping the knife where it was, cradling it in my 
hand as the black wave receded and another, one of shame, arrived. | 
felt ashamed of my poor judgment and my utter loss of control. Ever 
since that brutal fight in the Hell-cave outside Lockrun, |’d been on the 
Infernal edge. | couldn’t look at anyone present, so | looked down at 
Hart’s feet. She didn’t have any shoes. That simple fact slapped me 
back to reality. 

Feth. 

“Sevin, tell her, please, about the prisoner last night,” | spoke, still 
unable to look up. | counted under my breath, putting myself in 
quarantine until | was fully back. 

Again, Sevin didn’t hesitate. “Scanlon. We found a man named 
Scanlon in the prison cells below. Ara put an end to him.” 

“Not too quickly, | hope,” said Hart, surprising us all with a cold 
smile. 

It was a good bluff. | could taste her fear as it slowly melted away. 

| finally looked up at Hart, wiping my face. “No, not too quickly. 
Things took a turn for the worse after that.” 

Yser was holding Raven’s hand with both of hers. Their connection 
to me gave them more than they bargained for in this hellish 
performance. 

| held out my bloody hand in front of Hart. “What do you see?” 

The young woman reached out, touching my hand and the handle 
of the embedded warblade. 

“| see two souls joined in a weapon. It’s a wonder that the weapon 
hasn’t torn itself apart,” she spoke gently and pulled the fang blade 
from my palm. “What is the fang’s name?” 

“Fei-Krull,” | replied. 

“Your blade deserves better than the name of an assassin. Choose 


a name that reminds you of its true purpose.” 

Rae stepped forward. “Call it Sorrow for the compassion you've 
shown me ever since you saved my life in the Everest Range.” 

The blade had a penchant for devouring the black. Sorrow would be 
a fitting name for what it consumed. 

“Poetic. Sorrow it is,” | said. “Hart, have you met Raven, my better 
half? And Yseria, my bodyguard.” 

“Raven is your better half? Yet you visit brothels with Yseria?” Hart 
replied with a cute smirk. This young woman was trouble, yet, in my 
mind, essential to my survival. 

| tried to change the subject away from an ever more confusing 
aspect of my life, “Sevin is also my bodyguard.” 

“Oh, you mean the one that you threw into a wall last night, and who 
just stabbed you with a demonic knife?” 

“Yes, that one,” | chuckled. 

“| like him. But why all the bodyguards, Ara? Are you someone 
important? Are you rich? Connected? Do you work for the boss?” 

And here | hit another wall. Despite her physical blindness, Hart 
could obviously perceive far more than a normal person. She had the 
gift of clear sight, and | desperately needed someone to keep an eye 
on the state of my soul. As an active Vigil, | was on the verge of 
destroying myself and needed to try a different tactic. 

“| don’t work for the boss. Do you?” | thought to myself, safety first 
in the Garden of the King. 

Hart hesitated. There was a hint of shame in her voice as she 
replied, “I’m a watcher for the Market boss, or at least | was as of 
yesterday. | can see things that others can’t. He had me keeping an 
eye on the Witches.” 

“What does a job like that pay?” 

“Plenty. The boss said that he would keep a certain vile rapist off 
the street for as long as | worked for him.” 

Raven seethed, her temperature exceeding anything safe. “And if 
you decided to quit?” 

“Let's all agree that the Underboss and his sadistic prisoners are no 
longer a threat to Hart,” | said. “And that she is now free to choose her 
own path.” 


Hart shot back, “Who are you to offer me that?” 

“I’m Ara Storm, Vigil of the Realm, and the Scarred Man by your 
local dialect.” 

“Oh,” she paused, and | could feel a shift as her heart sped up, then 
gradually eased. Her inner shackles crumbled to dust. 

“Hart, would you consider working for me as my inquisitor?” 

“What would | be doing as your inquisitor?” 

“Keeping me from tearing myself apart.” 

“Well, when you put it like that, | don’t think | can refuse. What does 
a job like that pay?” 

“What would you like?” I'd give her all the gold we’d won if she 
wanted it. 

Hart answered immediately, “A safe bed to sleep in and a 
bodyguard that will talk to me.” She stepped over to Sevin and looped 
her arm through his with a sheepish grin. 

“You’ve got a deal,” | said. “Sevin, sorry, but you’ve taken on 
additional duty as bodyguard to our inquisitor. Everyone, please greet 
Hart as the newest member of Company Storm.” 

HHH 

A platoon of King’s soldiers had arrived with a line of wagons. The 
dead bodies, whole or in parts, were removed from the building and on 
their way to be burned. The fighting pit and the filthy cages went too. 
We told many curious residents the truth, that the Market boss had 
been dabbling in the demonic and that a ripper had destroyed him. 

The bodies from the basement prison were hauled off as well, 
leaving only our comatose prisoner in the second to the last cell. With 
his soul missing, the man was a potential black-eye but, for the 
moment, the man’s eyes were blue. He continued to breathe quietly. 

Not knowing what to do with him, we chained him securely and 
gave him water to keep him alive. 

| handed Raven one of the special keys and showed her the 
newfound altarpiece, the vault, and the passage to the former boss’s 
residence. | figured that it would make a great location from which to 
keep watch on the heart of the District, and using my authority as Vigil 
Storm, | took ownership of both Magnum Hall and the townhouse. With 
the gold and the marker that we’d won the night before, we could have 


bought it a few times over. As the boss of Market, | could take 
ownership of a whole lot more, but | didn’t want the position. 

Raven handed me another shaded Coven ring. She’d pulled it off 
the body of Gambol’s second up on the platform while the rippers 
butchered the Underboss and his henchmen in the pit. | tucked it away 
for later. For some reason, it hadn’t worked that well in hiding the 
boss’s second from me. 

Gideon arrived late in the afternoon as the soldiers were marching 
away with the wagons. The Kingsmen had already made themselves 
scarce, heading to a safer nabe. | had sent Keil, escorted by Hicks and 
Gunner, back to Judge Small to relate the night's events and the 
change in ownership for this small block of Maidenhall. We would meet 
with the judge later this evening to discuss the wisdom of my 
approach. 

“Lady Rose, it is a pleasure to meet you again,” said Gideon, failing 
to hide his surprise. “I take it that you and your winnings arrived home 
safely last night?” 

“Well met, and yes, your guards were very helpful. Thank you for 
asking,” Raven replied. 

“The Kingsmen and the King’s finest have done good work in 
cleaning out the place,” | said. “Also, we still have one occupant, a 
poor fellow in need of a soul, it seems. | didn’t get a chance to ask you 
about him last night, and | must apologize for losing myself. Certain 
things set me off, and a demon in my district is one.” 

My aistrict. My city. Murderhall. 

“Whalen, the boss’s second, managed Magnum Hall and oversaw 
the unique prisoners, up until last night. | was purely a business 
manager, making sure that the boss’s earnings were put to good use 
and safely kept.” 

“| will need a list of places, items, and accounts for it all. Keys when 
necessary, unless you have some desire to become the new boss of 
Market,” | offered. 

At that moment, Gideon took a step back. 

“| think not, thank you,” he replied. “My blood will not allow it, 
preferring to stay inside my body. Only Sarpa chooses the 
underbosses.” 


“| have taken ownership of Magnum Hall and the connected 
townhouse by my right as a Vigil of Colivar. | don’t intend to be the new 
Market boss, but nothing says that | can’t settle a few debts while we 
wait for a new one to show.” 

Gideon’s confusion and uncertainty met his curiosity halfway, 
leaving him deadlocked. 

| pressed onward, “Do you mean me any harm or disservice, 
Gideon?” 

“No, sir, none. Not my line of work,” he spoke honestly. 

“Do you know why Boss Sarpa would have wanted a war with me?” 

“Based on what happened last night, it doesn’t make any business 
sense, nor does it improve upon the safety of the Coven.” 

“Would an underling act without his sanction?” 

“The boss leans hard on those that he owns. His fingers and hands 
do his dirty work without any explanation or anyone the wiser. 
Freedom comes at a rare price.” 

“Was the boss of Market given leave by Sarpa to create his own 
rippers?” 

“| wasn’t aware of any such agreement, but that sort of dark deal 
wouldn’t necessarily involve money,” he said. “Expensive lives would 
be traded or stolen to seal it.” 

“How would a finger or a hand of Sarpa earn their freedom?” 

“Only through promotion to an underboss position would they 
receive any sort of control of their own life and future, at least until 
someone such as yourself shows up and ends it. You’ve given one of 
his underlings an opening to advance. I’m not aware of any other 
ways. Sarpa has a reputation for keeping an unbreakable hold on the 
Coven’s property.” 

“Then | expect him to be on his way as soon as he hears of 
Gambol’s loss. Are you at risk, Gideon?” 

“| worked for an underboss, not Sarpa directly. | have never been a 
direct part of Sarpa’s Coven, but that doesn’t mean I’m unknown 
around here. The powers that be would hold me accountable if | went 
around offering you their properties.” 

“And who will pay off the outstanding notes from the bets last night? 
Lady Rose is still owed a considerable amount.” 


“The notes are stamped with the seal of the Market boss. The next 
boss of the district will honor them if you don’t find Sarpa first.” 

“Then this is good-bye, Mister Weeks. | will have my ownership of 
Magnum Hall posted before we leave today.” 


Chapter 9 


Hart Storm 


Our resources were growing, but our knowledge was weak. My 
pack contained a broken altarpiece from the basement of Magnum 
Hall, a Coven ring, and a seemingly priceless diamond ring from the 
hand of Otison Gambol. Raven had secured the gold-filled boxes of 
our newly won fortune along with the marker from the Market boss 
inside the Sturgess Courthouse compound. We were in a war with an 
unknown enemy, and everything that we could take from them was to 
our benefit. 

Late that afternoon, we finished with the sealing of Magnum Hall, 
bound our dormant blue-eyed prisoner to a horse for transport to the 
judge’s cells, and escorted Hart back to the Lucky Star Inn. Hart 
wanted to collect her few things and let Dara Brink know that she was 
now working for the Scarred Man. She would be staying elsewhere. 

| was eager to hear Dara Brink’s reaction to that. 

Sevin and | followed Hart into the well-worn dining room of the Inn. 
She disappeared for a time while we waited quietly by the front door. 
The room was half-filled with customers in the late afternoon, and 
there was a more vibrant mood to the conversations. The change from 
the previous evening was profound. A bitter hope lingered where none 
existed before. 

Eventually, Dara Brink emerged from the kitchen with Hart in her 
wake. Dara’s customers all watched her approach; such was her 
presence in the room. 

“Full introductions seem to be in order,” she said with a 
determination | couldn’t help but notice. “| am Dara Brink, proprietor of 


the Lucky Star and Mama Brink in my heart to this young lady here. 
Who are you?” 

I'd met Dara the previous evening, only providing my first name and 
conveying nothing but an interest in a good meal. She was a force to 
be reckoned, and | took her present statement with all the seriousness 
that it demanded. 

“Rae, please,” | whispered to Sevin. 

He promptly ducked outside. 

“Ma’am, I’m now Hart’s employer and her protector, as she is mine. 
Officially, I’m Ara Storm, Vigil to the Realm,” | paused, feeling the 
room’s gathering attention. “The Garden knows me as the Scarred 
Man.” 

At this last, the dining patrons lapsed into silence. All eyes spoke to 
me of their surprise, hope, bitterness, and belief. 

The door behind me opened, and Raven walked into the scene. 
Sevin followed, almost unnoticed, taking his spot next to Hart and 
offering her his arm. She accepted. 

| continued the introductions. “Dara Brink, this is Raven Ylamil, my 
second. There is a sickness in this world that | am oath-bound to cure. 
The black-eyes—the rippers—are some of the symptoms and 
abominations to be burned away. | will not allow them to abide 
anywhere in Maidenhall.” 

“Hart is but a blind, unclaimed waif. | have nothing but respect for 
your position, Vigil, but fail to understand your interest in the girl or how 
she will benefit,” Dara replied. 

“To that, Hart has proven helpful with my own illness. | promise that 
she'll be well cared for as a member of my House. She will not remain 
unclaimed.” 

Brink didn’t blink at that strong statement. “What happens when the 
boss emerges and restores things to his liking?” 

“As he has already declared war on the Realm, | will find the time to 
eliminate all of his demonic forces from Maidenhall. Any information or 
assistance that you or yours could provide us in that endeavor would 
be most welcome.” | was in Dara Brink’s establishment, but this was 
my city now. 

“You presume plenty in your asking,” said Dara. She fought a smile, 


her stern demeanor beginning to slip. 

“| do so as the Scarred Man from the Garden of the King,” | spoke 
loudly as if this explained it all. In the poetic part of my mind, it did. 

| took that moment to remove my dirty leather-over-chain coat and 
sweat-stained cotton shirt. My scars, angrier than usual, provided their 
testimony to the skeptics in the room. 

“As a member of my company, will Hart be endangered by anyone 
here?” | scanned the room at large, hunting for masked predators. 

Dara seemed to be doing the same. 

A collective breath exhaled around me, and a calmness emerged. | 
wasn’t here to conquer or control. | was here to protect the Garden’s 
residents, and we needed their protection. 

“Can we presume that Hart will continue to be welcome around the 
Garden? If any needs arise here, she will be a conduit, and we will be 
glad to help where we can,” Raven offered, further cementing a 
foundation of hope for those in the room. 

Mama Brink nodded and stepped back; | felt her blessing had finally 
been given. Sevin escorted Hart outside while Raven helped get me 
dressed. She was one of many wincing at the sight of the violent, red 
outlines on my skin. 

| nodded to the room at large and followed her out. 

HH 

Arch Mickens noted our return to Sturgess Courthouse that 
evening. | asked that we meet with the judge in the morning and would 
Arch arrange for a tailor to be sent over as soon as possible to help 
outfit the newest member of our team—and a cobbler too. 

Based on our first night in the Garden, | was sure that Hart was our 
most valuable addition by far and needed to understand why the boss 
had her watching the Witches. But first, we had to begin building a 
relationship with the solitary young woman. We had a small bedroom 
for Hart picked out on the third floor of our Manor house, right next to 
Yser’s. | asked Raven to make sure that Hart had everything she 
needed, including some comfortable boots. 

Sevin would also play an important role and act as a bridge 
between Hart and the rest of our company. Hart seemed mildly 
comfortable with the sentinel, and the last thing | wanted to do was 


scare the shy young woman away. 

It had been a long, unending day for most of us, and we were badly 
in need of sleep. Raven especially looked worse for wear; my 
unplanned absence last night had loosened a few of the stitches 
holding her heart together. She never left my arm the entire trip back. 

| dwelled upon it, knowing the reason for her pain. The shame | felt 
was a marker. | was back to being myself and realized that having a 
conscience wasn’t something | could take for granted. 

Not anymore. 

We'd struck a blow to the city’s most violent criminal organization 
and expected an answer in kind before long. Andarion, eyeing our 
wretched condition, offered to split a watch with Mott in our third-floor 
living area and would inform Sergeant Volk so that he could organize a 
double watch outside. 

Yser wrapped my hand after applying her fix-all-pain ointment to my 
face and the scars on my back and chest. Our new connection 
seemed to feed her a sense of pure contentment as my pain eased. 
For once, her anger and loss were forgotten. 

It was a gift for me to see. 

Hart was a mouse, anxiously leaning against the wall by her 
bedroom door and watching the room. Sevin had walked her around 
the Manor house once and would be back up in the morning to escort 
the young woman until she memorized the place’s layout. 

“Will you be alright here?” | asked Hart from my perch on a rather 
comfortable couch between Raven and Yser. “Andy and Mott will keep 
watch up here while we sleep tonight. You'll be safe.” 

“Perhaps | will join them for a while. | don’t sleep well in unfamiliar 
places anymore,” said Hart. 

“Andy is Raven’s bodyguard. He’s known in other, more challenging 
circles as Andarion the Blade, and nothing will get by him. Mott is an 
experienced sentinel-scout and has dealt with many things of a dark 
nature. If they can see it, they can kill it,” | explained. 

Hart did her best to smile. “Then | will enjoy getting to know them 
better and pointing out any assassins that happen to wander by.” 

| slept soundly for the first time in months. 

My mask didn’t darken at the first knock on my door, nor did my 


morning face appear as | opened it to Keil and his far too energetic 
mood. His brother Sevin sat in the living room, speaking quietly with 
Hart. 

The sun was well up. 

“Just letting you know that the judge will be arriving shortly for 
breakfast. He is eager to square things with you and hear more about 
your adventures,” said Keil. 

“I'll wake up Raven,” | replied. “Il hope Hart was allowed to sleep last 
night.” | leaned out the door, waving like an idiot to the seemingly clean 
and dressed blind woman. 

She looked up at the sound of her name. “You do heal quickly, don’t 
you, Ara? Now, if only you’d take a bath, you’d be perfect.” 

lt was a keen observation—one | took as a compliment. 

HHH 

Lord Small listened without interruption as | recounted our foray into 
the Garden of the King. His inner reaction was a mixture of 
astonishment, anxiety, and hope. His outer was one of concern. 

“Remind me never to declare war on you,” he said when the night’s 
tale had run its course. “The boss, wherever he’s hiding, will surely 
howl at the loss and disruption to his domain. Be ready for the 
repercussions.” 

“We crossed a line into the territory of the boss, expecting it to draw 
him into the open. | left my mark and edict on the door to Magnum 
Hall, making it clear who was responsible. | hope that we haven’t 
caused you more problems, but it would seem sensible to bolster your 
house guard. We ran double watches inside our manor house last 
night and should plan for more tonight.” 

“Agreed. There’s no telling who Sarpa will go after. He could target 
the Kingsmen or even the Witches. Anyone that might be assumed to 
be helping you,” the judge replied. “It’s only a matter of when.” 

| handed Lord Small another item on my list—the newly acquired 
diamond ring. “Have you ever seen this?” 

Small’s face darkened. 

“You’ve found Camille, one of the Royal Family heirlooms,” he 
whispered. “It belonged to the King’s aunt but disappeared five years 
ago, during Sarpa’s rise in the undercity.” 


“Do you think that she’d like it back?” 

“She might if she were still alive. Lady Rowe was taken at the same 
time as the ring. We found her body dumped in the city cemetery. Her 
hands had been cut off.” 

“Why would they do that?” | said. 

“Why kill the King’s aunt? They wanted to make a statement about 
the Coven’s control of this city. She was taken from inside the Royal 
District. Why take off her hands? Our sources said that burning them 
would sever the connection and keep any witches from tracking down 
the ring.” Roger Small examined the ring as if checking it for blood. 

| could feel the lingering sadness that it pulled forth. “The boss 
doesn't do anything half-way, does he?” 

The judge shook his head in silence. 

“Lord Small, is there a next of kin that should receive the ring?” 

“Her son would want it,” he answered, not looking up. 

“Then, it’s his,” | replied. 

Roger Small placed the ring into his breast pocket, giving it a gentle 
pat in place. 

“Did you carry off anything else from the Garden?” Small slowly 
pulled himself back to the present. 

“| did. Something or | should say someone far more valuable to me 
than that ring.” | signaled Sevin at the dining-room door. 

A moment later, Hart arrived at our table, escorted by her 
bodyguard. She was dressed in a finely fitted set of new clothes, riding 
leathers, with a comfortable looking pair of soft leather boots. We all 
stood to greet her. 

She would not remain unclaimed in this world. I'd made my intention 
clear to Dara Brink and wanted to make it as clear to Hart in the only 
way | knew how. 

“Hart, may | introduce you to Lord Judge Roger Small, a cousin to 
King Falbrenn. Lord Small, the newest member of my House and 
company, Hart Storm.” 

Hart bowed to the judge, a wave of surprise cresting through her. 

“By your witness, Judge,” | slipped a company badge from my 
pocket and gently pinned it on Hart’s new shirt. “Hart is officially a 
member of my House and due all the protections afforded her under 


the laws of the King and the Vigil. She fulfills the role of inquisitor and 
will be keeping watch on the state of my sanity and soul.” 

“It is witnessed,” Judge Small declared. “Well met, Inquisitor Hart.” 

| had one more surprise, one I’d considered deeply after yesterday’s 
meeting with Dara Brink. “Judge, by my decree as Vigil Storm, | claim 
Hart as my sister with all the rights of family.” 

This decree seemed to stun everyone around me, but the judge 
took the declaration and its sentiment in stride. “Ara, it is witnessed.” 

Hart offered another bow in our direction but didn’t speak as she 
was escorted from the room by Sevin. We had more to discuss later 
today. 

“What’s next?” said Small. 

“Tomorrow, back to the Witches Divine. The newly found altarpiece 
may give us a clue. In the meantime, let’s plan for the worst and 
prepare for any retaliation by the boss.” 

As it turns out, we didn’t have long to wait. 


Bar Sinister 


Repercussions 


“A Greol-hjag,” burped Memet. “What is The High Prince thinking, 
allowing Maltheus one of those in the Outer Domain?” 

“A what?” | said, my thoughts swirling in a steady, heady euphoria. 

“One of Grolica’s naked spawn.” Rei-Seeck was obviously paying 
closer attention and clued me in. 

Memeton nodded slowly. “Exactly that. They can pull dark souls 
across the Void to fill the holes that they've made. It sounds to me as if 
Maltheus is trying to work his own exile. Could he be that desperate? 
And why would The Prince agree to let him move against you like 
that?” 

“The war goes badly for Maltheus. Perhaps, he’s trying to reverse 
his fortunes by going all in. He’s been hedging and losing. A change in 
strategy to make the game more interesting makes sense, though his 
maneuver will affect the current Cycle, whether he succeeds or fails.” 

Memet replied, “Rumor has it that so far, he hasn’t succeeded. His 
last target having vanished along with the Greol-hjag.” 

“The Greol-hjag didn’t vanish, but it did disappear. It left quite the 
after-taste,” | chuckled. “Speaking of which, where did our bartender 
go?” 


Chapter 10 


Repercussions 


A Coven ring hung from a leather strap around Mott Duncan’s neck. 
This alone probably saved his life as he scouted outside the tall curtain 
wall surrounding the Royal District. He was three city blocks south of 
the Westmarch gate. A rope, black against the gray stone, dangled 
before his eyes, rising to disappear at the top of the wall, forty feet 
above. It wasn’t there a moment ago, and by Mott’s best guess, it 
would disappear soon after the assassins arrived. 

As a sentinel-scout, Mott’s job was to find signs of trouble and 
report it. Keeping his movements silent and steady, he crouched and 
turned back the way he’d come, setting his feet with care. Two silent 
steps later, he froze, eyes closed, listening. 

A small cough or the scuff of a boot interrupted the night off to his 
right. 

His eyes searched an alley too dark for shadows. 

The stale scents of burnt cloves and old sweat drifted in from that 
direction. 

Still determined to work his way back to the nearest gate, Mott’s 
stomach jumped at the staccato of fast-moving feet behind him. 

Three black-clad bodies slapped into the wall at the base of the 
rope and quickly climbed upward. 

Without a second thought, Mott moved to follow suit, jumping onto 
the rope mere seconds behind them. The smooth stone wall offered 
little in the way of a grip for his boots, forcing him to struggle upward 
solely with the rope. 

Amazingly, the first of the three infiltrators had already reached the 


top of the wall and was gone before Mott had gained the first ten feet. 

The other two left the wall by the time he was halfway up. The night 

abruptly changed as a distant woman’s scream rang out in alarm, 

carving through the mist that had settled around the Royal Quarter. 
HEE 

My weapons hung from a hook by the door. | had long gotten used 
to the comforts of sleeping in my full kit, though tonight | was still wide 
awake as Hart’s scream split the air outside my room. 

Sevin was already up and holding Hart, calming her down as | 
bolted out from my third-floor bedroom, Exile and Sorrow in hand. 
Andarion’s back was to a wall as he tried to watch both the door to the 
stairwell and the two large windows across the room. 

“Rippers have crossed the outer wall,” said Sevin. “Three of them.” 

“You did well,” | said, looking at Hart’s terrified face. 

She pointed over my shoulder as our third window exploded inward, 
and a black-eyed butcher sailed into the room. 

“The door!” | yelled to Andy and spun to intercept the ripper. 

Another predator stalked the vacant floor below us. It wouldn’t take 
it long to realize that the rest of the manor house was empty and the 
party was upstairs. 

The black-eye in our midst hit the floor running, charging straight at 
Hart. It completely ignored me and my glaive as we cut into its path. 
The fiend whipped a small, silver blade at my inquisitor an instant 
before my broadsword removed its head. Somehow Sevin had 
anticipated the ripper’s attack; the dagger struck hard, adding another 
dent to his shield. 

A bolt of energy flared behind my eyes, turning me back toward the 
door. Anger burned beneath my brow as | launched myself forward 
across the room. 

The door to our suite burst open, showing us a hulking, black-eyed, 
snarling beast. 

The door had absorbed its momentum, leaving it to experience 
mine. 

Sorrow punched into the ripper’s forehead, throwing it back down 
the stairs, a lifeless, smoke-filled wreck as it landed. 

| followed it down, tumbling and bouncing off the landing wall. 


With our manor house cleared, | had a sense of the third intruder, 
across the deserted courtyard, entering the judge’s well-defended 
abode. 

| raced down the stairs and out of our mansion. 

Most of my company held the judge’s house, guarding him and his 
family. The ongoing fight pushed the final fiend to ever-higher levels of 
rage. 

Aiming for the judge’s open front door, | felt the moment that the 
ripper died two floors above. That only slowed me a little as | ran up 
the front steps. Inside the mansion, the pain of those in my company 
screamed in my mind. 

HH 

Mott landed at last on the service path that ran along the top of the 
wall. He crouched. His breathing huffed loudly into the night, and his 
arms shook with fatigue. Reaching up, he grabbed hold of the heavy 
grappling hook that still hung embedded in the lip of the curtain wall. 
Footsteps approached from his left. 

An angry voice shouted, “What are you still doing here? The alarm 
has already gone out. Either get out of here or help me get that hook 
off the wall before someone finds it.” 

Mott pulled on the grappling hook and dropped it inside the wall, 
letting it tumble to the ground forty feet below. Its rope followed it 
down. 

“You fool!” the guard growled in surprise. 

The man was dressed as a Royal Curtain Guardsman. Mott gave 
him the benefit of the doubt and punched him in the throat. 

HHH 

We had assumed a target would be the judge and his family, locked 
away on the building’s third floor, and we’d been right. 

The last ripper wore claws of steel and used the razorfists to terrible 
effect. While the shields of my sentinels worked hard to block its 
destruction, a fight in the enclosed spaces of the judge’s manor offered 
all the advantages to the inhumanly fast attacker. 

The fiend fought and dodged its way up the central stairwell, leaving 
my sentinels sprawled in its wake. Ignoring any damage that it 
received, it forced its way upward in a fury to complete its mission, 


having nothing short of eternity to lament any failure. 

On the second-floor landing, the black-eye had eviscerated one of 
Roger Small’s bodyguards, a stout, hard man named Kite, while 
simultaneously slashing Yseria across the brow. This exchange cost 
the ripper half an arm to Yseria’s black-bladed counterattack, but it 
didn’t slow. Blinded by her own blood, my bodyguard was kicked back 
down the stairs and into the shield of the charging Sergeant Volk. 

Sprinting up the next flight while bleeding profusely from the stump 
of its arm, the intruder crashed straight through the locked door for 
Small’s family living area. 

The creature, half-demon, half-man, recovered its balance and shot 
forward. 

It blocked Raven’s blade in a violent collision of claws and black 
steel. 

Talonr’s thwarted kill strike forced the ripper aside, right into the path 
of Kiel’s well-aimed axe. 

Its head exploded, showering the back wall of the living room in 
gore. 

With that final swing, the deluge of confusion and fear that 
blanketed the house began to drain away. 

HHH 

Mott walked in a short time later carrying a grappling hook and 
dragging a Royal Guardsman wrapped in a thick dark rope. Several 
doctors were already hard at work on the injured in the front room of 
the judge’s mansion. They had cleaned and sewn up Yser’s forehead. 
Best to do that while she was still out cold. A few extra stitches might 
mean less of a scar for her in the long run. 

Gunner and Volk were both slightly concussed and shaken up by 
the shiftiness and durability of the ripper as it had advanced through 
the house. A human that fought like a demon was a familiar concept, 
and one would expect them to be more used to that by now. 

Hicks was sure he had mortally wounded the fiend when it had 
turned in Gunner’s direction. A large dent in the plated armor that 
covered the back of the dead assailant explained the confusion. The 
heavy armor and weapons had elevated the ripper into the Hell-knight 
class in terms of Hell-borne threats. It seemed as if the boss’s main 


target was the judge’s family, after all, and | felt a bit slighted by it. 

We collected the half-demon’s bladed claws for future study and 
immediately dragged all three of the black-eyed bodies outside to be 
burned. Each had worn a Coven ring to mask their approach during 
the night. If we weren’t on alert and prepared for an attack, it would 
have been a slaughter. 

Hart had provided the early warning with her scream. She could 
sense the esoteric and Infernal with ease and, more importantly, at a 
reasonable distance. Even our shamanic talismans did nothing to hide 
us from her sight. It was comforting to know. 

The fact that a ripper had tried to kill her first last night showed us 
that the boss was also aware of her abilities, or maybe he wanted to 
make a statement about removing one of his possessions. Either way, 
we would be taking further steps to protect her. 

The Sturgess Courthouse compound was completely locked down 
with the judge and his family hidden away from view. We intended to 
minimize any information on the raid from reaching the enemy. With 
the dawn, a black flag would be raised on the flagpole out front. 
Typically used to signify a death in the Royal Family, the flag was also 
flown as a sign of War. 

Carpenters were on their way to repair and reinforce all windows 
and doors. Steel-backed shutters would be fitted to the manor houses 
around the compound, as if in preparation for a storm. 

For the time being, the judge and his family would remain entirely 
out of sight in their private rooms. With our successful defense against 
the ripper attack, Lord Small had put us in charge of defending his 
compound. This added authority brought me to Braxton Wayne, 
Sergeant in the Royal Curtain Guard. 

Our conversation began in the courtyard, a makeshift pyre burning 
away the dead rippers behind me. Guardsman Wayne was conscious, 
remaining tied in a heavy rope. Mott dragged the man to his feet. 

My first urge was to toss him on the fire, but the appearance of Hart 
and Raven at my side stifled the impulse. 

| offered my least friendly tone, “Before we feed you to the flames 
for treason and conspiracy to murder members of the Order of the Vigil 
and the Royal Family, do you have anything to say that might change 


our minds?” 

| could sense the man’s anger, surprise, and guilt. What | didn’t note 
was any remorse for his actions. He was hard-core. 

Wayne replied in a gravel-filled voice, “Who the feth are you? 
Where’s Captain Price? He can vouch for me.” 

“Captain Price will be on his way to the gallows, thanks to you. Any 
other last words?” 

By every right, | could end the Guardsman’s existence in a most 
painful manner, the fire behind me being convenient. Wayne had 
facilitated a demonic attack on both the Vigil and the family of the King. 
| wanted him to burn alive, to suffer a death worse than that of Anders 
Kite, Small’s dead bodyguard, or Harlan Kitchens, or Kingsman Javen 
Wilks. 

Looking over at Raven and Hart, | began to count under my breath 
in an attempt to regain my rational thought. 

Hart interrupted my count at nine. “That’s not your business, Ara. 
You're not the boss. You don’t trade in the suffering of others.” 

| do, but just not under these circumstances, | thought. “Hart, thank 
you for reminding me.” 

| drew Exile from across my back. 

Hit 

We'd done everything we could to keep the Kingsmen out of harm’s 
way last night, even going as far as confining them to their barracks on 
an adjacent block. There was little doubt that they would have only 
added to the death toll during the black-eyes’ attack. 

Sir Alec Bregman walked from the judge’s mansion later that 
morning, harboring a tempest beneath his coat, his heart a collision of 
anger and gratitude. 

“Vigil Storm, thank you for protecting Judge Small and his family. | 
trust your injured are being well cared for and recovering,” he said, 
shaking my hand. “Furthermore, | do count the Kingsmen that were 
spared in your favor. The last attack on the Royal Quarter cost us 
seven men and another five severely injured, all due to a single black- 
eye over the wall.” 

“In the last attack, how did the assassin clear the Royal District 
curtain wall?” | said. 


“We've never determined that fact. Any ideas?” 

The broad courtyard still stunk of death and ash and the vile sweet 
smell of burnt flesh. 

| pointed to the pile of ash. “A Royal Guardsman, the late Sergeant 
Braxton Wayne, set a grappling hook and dropped a rope over the 
wall. Before his execution, he mentioned that a certain Captain Price 
could vouch for him. Do you know who this Price fellow is and where | 
can find him?” 

Bregman held his anger in check for the moment. “Captain Clarion 
Price has long been a mainstay of the Royal Curtain Guard. His 
company normally covers one of the cardinal gates. | will find the 
location of his next shift, and we can visit him together.” 

The treasonous attack burned far into the bailiff’s core and rankled 
his pride. His long and loyal relationship with the judge had been 
threatened last night, and | was glad to see the man took it personally. 
It meant that | wasn’t the only one. 

The afternoon found us walking steadily into the glare of the sun on 
our way to the Westmarch gate. We would be arriving unannounced. 
At our backs, Arch Mickens marched in a contingent of ten Kingsmen. 
My company would remain on guard at the judge’s compound until we 
had sorted out the situation and any further threats. 

Bailiff Bregman asked to take the lead with Captain Price as we 
approached the gatehouse. He had the right and the motivation, so | 
nodded my approval. | would be there to observe and back him up if 
needed. 

We were greeted by a trooper matching the garb of Sergeant 
Wayne and presented to Captain Price in his office on the second floor 
of the main Gatehouse. Our Kingsmen retinue milled about in the 
courtyard below. 

| maintained a position a step to the right and behind Bregman, as if 
| were simply a Kingsman aide or perhaps a bodyguard, judging from 
my arsenal of weapons. 

Sir Bregman opened the line of inquiry, “Good morning, Captain. 
We've come by to speak with you about Sergeant Braxton Wayne. Is 
he still under your command?” 

The two men shared a cold acquaintanceship, forgoing 


introductions. | kept my mouth shut and my senses open. 

“Sir Bregman. Would this happen to be related to the events of last 
night in the Sturgess Compound? Reports of fires and a lockdown, I’m 
told,” said Price. 

Bregman nodded, offering nothing more than that. 

Price took the hint and continued, “The Sergeant is a member of my 
company. Has been for more than five years now.” 

“Could we please speak to him?” 

“| can’t say that I’ve seen him since we assumed command of the 
gate this morning. A bit odd that, but I'll have my aide track him down 
immediately.” 

Captain Price was a hard nut to crack. A fit man, perhaps twice my 
age, he would be considered handsome, even charismatic, if it weren’t 
for the severe scar that ran across the bridge of his nose and halted an 
inch short of his ear. He showed me nothing but a cool professional 
demeanor and an air of confidence. | was expecting a certain level of 
anxiety or guilt but found none. He sent a corporal off in search of the 
dead Sergeant. 

Bregman continued, “When did your company go on duty this 
morning, Captain?” 

“Just after dawn. We’re on the western gate every morning this 
month.” 

“Any reason for Sergeant Wayne to be working the walls last night?” 

Price began to look concerned about this line of questioning. “None. 
My men are required to rest and maintain their sobriety for eight hours 
before each shift. Wayne would have been the one to enforce that 
point with the few rabble-rousers in our troop.” 

Bregman didn’t slow his interrogation. “Anything unusual reported 
by the prior shift when you took over this morning?” 

“Just that patrols were heavy inside the wall and the Sturgess 
Compound was under lockdown. Anything you can share as to what 
happened there last night?” 

“A black flag flies this morning at Sturgess. Three black-eyes came 
over the walls mid-night and attacked the judge’s manor,” Bregman 
replied. 

Price broke out in a sweat, his heart pounding faster in a panic. 


“Three rippers, you say?” He coughed. “Over the wall like last time?” 

“Speaking of the last time, Captain, we never did get your account 
of what happened to you. It’s been what, over a year? But | see you 
have a daily reminder of that night, so perhaps you could refresh our 
memory,” Sir Bregman gently prodded the man. 

Captain Price gathered himself and relayed his night shift account 
of going to find Sergeant Wayne, who, he’d been told, was patrolling 
the top of the wall not far from the Eastmarch gate. Instead of finding 
Wayne, he’d met a ripper who’d just come over the wall. Luckily, 
Wayne found him soon afterward and got him to an Army surgeon in 
time to save his life, if not his appearance. 

“! owe the man my life,” he ended his story affirming the graces of 
the late, great Sergeant Wayne. It was the truth, all of it, as he saw it. 

Price’s aide returned to inform us that Sergeant Wayne was 
unaccountably absent and that a runner would be sent to his home to 
track him down. 

“Don’t bother looking further,” | finally sooke up. I’d seen and heard 
enough. 

“What do you mean by that?” said Price, taking note of me for the 
first time. 

“Forgive me for not introducing him sooner, Captain. This is Vigil 
Ara Storm. He’s here with me to investigate the extent to which 
Guardsman Wayne was known to be collaborating with the Coven.” 

“Known to be collaborating with the Coven?” echoed Price in 
confusion. 

“Sergeant Braxton Wayne was apprehended last night, having 
secured a rope over the curtain wall. It was his actions that enabled 
the surprise attack on the judge’s compound and his family,” explained 
Bregman. “In his final testimony, he fingered you as someone who 
would vouch for him. We had to be certain that you weren’t protecting 
Wayne in some unsavory way.” 

“Wayne showed no remorse for his actions, and to me, it seems 
evident that he also aided the Quarter’s last black-eye attack. You 
have him to thank for your life, Captain, as well as the scar that you 
wear,” | added. 

“Bring him here. | will gut him myself,” said Captain Price. His 


genuine anger bubbled forth. 

“Captain, we must disappoint you,” | said. “Wayne was executed 
early this morning for his crime, and his body was burned on a pyre 
with the three black-eye attackers.” 

“And the judge? Does Lord Small still live?” he asked eagerly. 

Sir Bregman responded, “While there were casualties, Lord Small 
and his family were not among them. Vigil Storm and his company 
were present to defend the Sturgess Courthouse Manor.” 

| could sense the captain’s relief, his anxiety dropping. | was 
convinced of his innocence in the matter relating to Sergeant Wayne 
and glad that Bregman had taken the lead with the questioning. 

“Do you have a family, Captain Price?” | said. 

The man nodded, “My younger sister Estelle and her two children 
live with me. My fiancé found my facial injury to be a bit more than she 
could bear and chose to free herself of my sight some time ago.” 

His bitterness rang true, and, having my own scars to bear, | found 
a ready sympathy for Captain Clarion Price. 

“Captain, | can see that the demon struck you well and deep that 
night. As someone more than familiar with the scars of demon 
encounters, | wish | could tell you that they are purely the mark of a 
survivor and nothing more. But that is rarely the case. | travel with a 
company of sentinels, all of which fight lingering effects from the 
demons that we’ve faced. If you come to the Sturgess Compound after 
your shift ends, it would be worth your time to meet them.” 

“Thank you for the offer. I'll consider it. Now, how do we stop any 
future black-eye attacks?” he replied. 

“Captain, that's my task. | would respectfully suggest you keep your 
loved ones inside over the next few days. A storm is about to hit 
Maidenhall.” 


Chapter 11 
Witch Hunt 


Glynne explained, “The Divine Mother has been busy working 
lately. She’s currently with a customer.” 

The announcement brought disturbing images to my mind in the 
parlor of the Cold Harbor brothel. 

Hart sat beside me while Sevin, Hicks, and Arch Mickens kept 
watch outside. Hart was anxious, and | did my best to distract her, 
trading for pieces of her childhood with a few of my own and finding 
out more about her clear sight abilities. They were uncanny in their 
clarity and detail, almost as if someone were whispering secrets in her 
ear as she gazed about with her third eye. 

Captain Clarion Price had stopped by the Courthouse the evening 
before, meeting my sentinels as peers and receiving an undisclosed 
yet thorough examination by Hart. Price was trapped in a personal 
dead-end. Haunted by the prior black-eye attack and his near-death 
experience, the captain had fallen into a dark tunnel, scraping forward 
blindly and paying little attention to the life around him beyond the 
details that his duty required. We hoped that building new connections 
and sharing his burden with others would help guide him free. 

Before long, Glynne escorted a somewhat untucked man through 
the parlor of Cold Harbor and showed him out the front door. Almost 
oblivious to his surroundings, the customer wore a look of exhausted 
satisfaction. The brothel’s deep musk did little to hide the reason for 
his visit and pulled upon my inner tension. | relied on the fresh smell of 
pepper and mint sitting next to me to keep some sort of focus. 

“She is ready for you now,” said Glynne. 


| reached out for Hart’s hand before Glynne could take mine. | didn’t 
want Hart to feel uncomfortable, knowing her disdain for this place, 
and | didn’t want a witch to lay a single finger on her. 

We were led to the same door as before, entering to find a vastly 
different room. The bed sat in disarray, smelling of sex and sweat and 
cheap perfume. Perched upon a chair in front of a large mirror sat a 
woman of perhaps thirty, striking a sultry pose. Long, straight black 
hair and full red lips accented the curve of her body and the green 
satin robe that she wore. Her hazel eyes matched those of the Divine 
Mother, and her mind still swirled around a heart of ice, but her voice 
spoke with the warmth and vibrant tenor of youth. 

“Welcome back, Ara. It is delightful to see you again,” said Vigaila 
Grace. “Who is this flower that holds your heart so dear? And why 
does she shake like a new-born fawn?” 

Hart indeed shook with fear, gripping my arm even as | held her 
hand. She battled waves of terror to the point that tears began to roll 
down her cheeks. Without thinking, | drew Sorrow from the sheath 
behind my back and placed it gently in her free hand. 

“Hold this and count to five,” | whispered in her ear. “It will protect 
you.” 

Hart held the dagger close to her chest, her other hand still gripped 
tightly in mine. In moments, her trembling eased, and her breathing 
slowed. 

Turning back to our host, | could see her satisfaction at the reaction 
she’d gotten from my inquisitor. | marveled at the change from an 
ancient crone to a dangerous predator, a shift that had occurred in the 
past few days. Vigaila Grace’s power had grown ten-fold. She was 
hoarding. 

“Divine Mother, it is a pleasure to meet you again, though | feel like 
I'm meeting someone new. Like a caterpillar that has transformed into 
a tiger, perhaps?” 

“Ara, you don’t expect to have all the fun these days, do you? Can’t 
an old woman defend her house during a war?” 

“Who has brought war upon your house, Mother Grace?” 

“War? Or the news of war? It’s all the same, is it not? And for that, | 
must thank you, Ara Storm. Now, do you have something new to show 


me?” 

| handed her the altarpiece from Magnum Hall. Her reaction was 
worth the visit. Sadness and anger bled forth briefly before settling 
back into an exhilaration that one might feel right before the first 
charge of a battle. 

| tried to turn the tables on her for once, slipping a question in 
edgewise, “I see you aren’t surprised by what you hold. What does it 
tell you?” 

“It confirms what you showed me before. Thank you for destroying 
the Greol-hjag. | can see it cost you much, almost too much. The scar 
of that night lingers, does it not?” 

| clenched my right hand around the puncture wound from Sorrow. 

“By Greol-hjag, | assume you mean that twisted demon-snake 
creature that was pushing the winds of Hell my way? Where did that 
altar come from?” 

“Gisele,” replied Mother Grace. “Glynne, please bring me Gisele.” 

Turning to me, she said, “And how is your beautiful, little bodyguard 
these days? She seemed to be quite taken with Cold Harbor and you. | 
hope you bring her here again.” 

“Yseria is on the mend. She was wounded while defending against 
an attack by black-eyes in the Royal Quarter.” 

“| can smell her blood on you still. She has the heart of an Oak. | am 
sure she will recover quickly. Her role will be crucial to your path.” 

It wouldn’t be a proper meeting with an arch witch without some sort 
of prophecy, even if it were something that | already knew. Yseria 
Warric already had a considerable effect on my path and my well- 
being. 

Glynne returned with a woman, one only slightly older than Mother 
Grace appeared today. The woman’s eyes were a mismatched pair, 
one being blue, one milky white. This new woman was an unreadable 
blank to me, and | wondered if she was wearing one of the Coven’s 
rings. For all | knew, she was the maker of those masks. 

Hart squeezed my left hand. She knew the woman. 

“The first thing to do in any war is to blind the enemy,” said the 
Mother Divine. “Wouldn't you agree, Ara?” 

| nodded at her insight. Gisele acted as if she hadn’t spoken a word. 


Vigaila Grace continued, “For example, if one is making deals with 
the devils that plague us, they would surely mask their activities 
beforehand and eliminate anyone with the ability to detect them. Even 
if that meant a war on another front.” She paused, her eyes locked on 
the witch Gisele. “Isn’t that right, Gisele? How many rings have you 
supplied to the Coven over the years? And how long have you been 
bending our reality for Baron Maltheus the Diseased?” 

Gisele sold it well, “What!? Who told you that, Divine Mother? You 
know our Infernal channels have been almost useless since the 
emergence of Firefanged.” 

| certainly had emerged but hadn’t realized my effect on our 
enemies’ Infernal channels of communication. Mother Grace looked at 
me with a raised brow, and | gave her another nod. 

“You did—leaving your tainted essence all over this altarpiece. It’s 
not the first of yours that I’ve examined this week. The highest of 
crimes against the Realm cannot be overlooked. We stand in the 
presence of a Vigil of the Order. By your actions and his authority, he 
could move to destroy us all, the entire coven, and burn my house 
down.” 

“And the Greol-hjag? Where is it?” Gisele completely ignored the 
direct threat from Mother Grace. The walls of Cold Harbor meant little 
to her lust for answers to lost demons. 

“Why does my mind itch?” | whispered to Hart. 

“She is furious, but she hides it well,” Hart replied. “They both are.” 

“The abomination was chopped up and burned to ash,” | interjected. 
I'm a whore for attention in the presence of powerful women. Who 
knew? 

And here, Gisele laughed in my face, causing the Mother Divine to 
burst into laughter too. Not the type of attention that | expected, but | 
guess we all have to start somewhere. Hart squeezed my hand harder 
as her terror crept back in. 

“Who is your amusing friend?” Gisele asked the Mother as if we 
weren't right there in the room. “He seems a bit young to work for the 
Order of the Vigil. New recruit? Summer class?” 

She hadn’t been paying attention, so she would pay in other ways. 

“You don’t know?” replied Mother Grace, barely containing her 


mirth. “How could you go to war with an unknown enemy?” 

“My allies are known to me. Their power is sufficient,” Gisele replied 
stubbornly, failing to catch the Mother’s humor as it bobbed about the 
room, failing to see the menace lurking in her words. 

| recalled an earlier conversation about a murder of mistaken 
identity and the amusement it had brought to the Mother’s eyes. | 
fought the need to grasp Exile. 

“You have something of mine,” | said calmly. “A dark dagger holding 
the soul of an innocent.” 

| counted under my breath, and Hart relaxed her grip on my hand. 
Sensing what was coming, she handed back Sorrow. 

Gisele was determined to barter, to work the conversation in her 
favor. She countered, “Tell me what happened to the Greol-hjag, and | 
will give you the soul-laden dagger.” 

At her admitting knowledge of the deed and dagger, | pointed 
Sorrow at her milky white eye, “I already told you that it was destroyed, 
its dark spirit consumed. On the other hand, you're still here, bending 
our reality with the local boss’s evil schemes. You’ve got one chance 
to honor your offer and return what isn’t yours.” 

I'd shown Gisele the final state of the Greol-hjag. If Gisele’s sight 
were anything like the Mother’s, she would see the truth of my words. 
Sorrow had consumed all the darkness that I'd carried from Magnum 
Hall. It was a well-fed Kjaira. 

“That’s not possible,” Gisele replied with a new uncertainty. “A 
Greol-hjag would never let a threat draw near. It would completely 
overwhelm and destroy it first. A Kjaira couldn’t take it down.” 

“Likely true, but Firefanged could,” said the Mother Divine. “And 
didn’t you already say that Firefanged was here? That it had emerged? 
Could the black soul be closer than you think?” 

At this, Hart let go of my hand, crushing any expectations that 
Gisele may have had of seeing the day’s end. Gisele stepped back, 
covering her milky eye, her terror mimicking Hart's reaction to the 
Divine Mother from moments earlier. 

“Welcome to my war,” | said, ready to plunge Sorrow into her chest. 
“Give me one reason why | shouldn’t feed you to Hell right now.” 

Vigaila Grace held up her hand, “Let’s not move too hastily here. 


There are answers at hand, and | believe Gisele can be motivated.” 

“The Greol-hjag belonged to Sarpa,” Gisele lamented. “Such was 
their deal, and they won't be pleased. There will be repercussions.” 

The walk from desperation to despair is a short one. 

“There will be repercussions, but we will discuss those later. Tell me 
about Sarpa,” | ordered. 

“Sarpa is a curse,” Gisele replied as if everything were made clear 
by her cryptic response. Her attention to the situation seemed to be 
wavering. 

Mother Grace added, “Remember what | said about curses? In the 
old tongue, Sarpa means cursed. In this case, the name Sarpa is most 
fitting, though it was likely given to the boss as a young child. Some 
orphanages, you see, would use it by default for those children that 
arrived in a less than kind condition—as if having been born under a 
cursed star.” 

This lesson wasn’t helpful. The Divine Mother seemed to be stalling. 
My patience was wearing thin. 

“Where is the soul knife?” | said. 

“Sarpa has claimed it.” 

Hart nodded, confirming the honesty in Gisele’s words. 

Feth. 

“Then you must give us Sarpa. How do | find Sarpa?” 

Hart’s hand took hold of mine. “Hold on, Ara. You’re asking the 
wrong question.” Looking between the witches, Hart asked, “Why 
would Sarpa need the soul of an innocent and a Greol-hjag?” 

An earlier conversation came to mind about the price of freedom in 
the world of the Coven. The exchange of lives instead of gold. 
Perhaps, it mimicked that of Hell. 

“Worth her weight in gold, she is, Ara,” said Vigaila Grace. “But is 
Lord Maltheus that desperate, Gisele?” 

“You know very well that every moment is made of desperation in 
Hell,” she replied. “And this Cycle does not spin well for him. Who am | 
to proscribe the deals he makes?” 

“What do you have to lose? That seems a far more pertinent 
question at this moment.” 

| cut in, “Tell me, how can the boss create and control the rippers?” 


“The Greol-hjag that creates the rippers will also create a key. Once 
the key is dead, the Coven loses the ability to control the fiends.” 

| didn’t like the meaning of that. “How many of those Greol-hjag 
altars did you create in Maidenhall?” 

“Two,” said Gisele. 

Hart nodded again, and my heart sank. 

Mother Grace watched with amusement. 

“Where is the second altar?” | demanded, my anger shaking loose. 
“| will feed you to Hell.” | held Sorrow to Gisele’s neck while Hart did 
her best to pull me back. 

Gisele smiled, the last of her malice dripping out into our world. 
“Death Valley. Have fun in there.” 

“And how do we find the dagger?” 

“You can’t find Sarpa, but you can find a Coven hand named Durk. | 
suspect that he still has the dagger.” 

In the end, Gisele told us how to track down a man, an assassin of 
the Coven named Baden Durk. He was the one that shot Harlan on the 
Barringtown bridge and would also be the one to collect the dagger 
and bring it to Sarpa. By her account, Durk was still in Maidenhall and 
yearning to be free of Sarpa. The dagger was his ticket out. 

For providing this information, Gisele was allowed to choose her 
end, opting for a quick thrust to her heart by Exile over a hungry 
dagger by Vigaila Grace or the devouring death strike of Sorrow. It 
showed how little Gisele trusted the Divine Mother and how well she 
understood the dark powers with whom she dealt. 

My imbued fang-blade, Sorrow, had devoured more dark souls than 
| could count—well, almost more. Hart believed that the dagger was in 
some way channeling dark power back across the Veil. This idea 
made as much sense as anything else that had come to mind. Sorrow 
offered me a modicum of protection as we fought the beings of Hell, 
consuming more of the demonic essences and leaving my soul less 
stained in the long run. 

The ancient blade Exile absorbed the blood of its victims, while | 
absorbed the negative energy of their demonic or Hell-ridden souls. 
With each kill, the broadsword became sharper and my battle fury 
built. It was a winning combination right up until | went insane. 


Chapter 12 


A Late-Summer’s Night 


We sat in Cold Harbor’s scantily lit front parlor, discussing the 
meeting and sharing our impressions of the Mother Divine and Gisele 
—both in feelings and words. 

Hart had shown her mettle and her worth during the meeting. She’d 
remained at my side as | completed the execution of Gisele, keeping 
my anger in check. While Hart could see through everything and 
everyone in Vigaila Grace’s room, the two witches present had ignored 
her for the most part, making me believe that they sensed little of 
importance about the young woman. 

Hart’s passive presence seemed to hide my own whenever we were 
holding hands. As soon as Hart had let go, Gisele had flinched back at 
what she saw. 

Somehow, Hart had understood this beforehand. “Gisele used her 
subtle power to probe us but came up empty until | let go. It was as if 
her tendrils couldn’t grasp anything about you when we were 
physically touching.” 

| had to ask, “When we were touching, could you grasp more about 
me?” 

Hart nodded but didn’t elaborate. 

“That bad?” My asking elicited a burst of fear from the young 
woman. 

Feth. Monster, it is. Firefanged. Yay. 

“Then, why did you hold my hand the whole time | was talking with 
the Mother Divine?” 

“Mother Grace also probed both of us, only she pulls and tears at 


one’s soul when she does this. Her power is beyond safe for anyone to 
bear, and she isn’t even remotely human.” 

This last item chilled me: not human. 

“Demon?” | said. 

“She wore the mask of a human. The mask wasn’t an illusion, but 
something created, built not born, but fed. My best guess is that the 
Divine Mother is an ancient succubus, a collector of power from those 
that have plenty and those that don’t. In those final moments of Sister 
Gisele, | could see Vigaila Grace pull an obscene amount of raw 
energy from her. She was drinking it furiously right up until your sword 
pierced Gisele’s heart.” 

| added to her disturbing assessment, “When we said goodbye to 
Mother Grace, | could have sworn she looked younger than when we’d 
arrived.” 

“One more thing,” said Hart. “Mother Grace is fixated on you, 
perhaps by the power that you wield, or your ability to push and pull 
the energy of those around you. By her nature, she is drawn to you. | 
believe she feels a certain kinship.” 

My thoughts raced back to my first meeting with Mother Grace, 
where she had grabbed hold of my hand. Could that be the reason for 
her recent transformation? 

“And when | touch you, am | pushing or pulling on you?” | was 
fearful of her response but needed to know if | hurt Hart in any way. 

“Pulling, definitely pulling.” She blushed. 

| felt her embarrassment but pressed on, “Pulling on what?” 

“My heart,” she spoke to the floor. “You pull at the threads of 
solitude that enfold my heart. But you don’t need to be so afraid, Ara. 
Just because you kindle the fire doesn’t necessarily mean that the 
soup is for you.” 

| smiled in return. “In my life, ’ve had plenty of cold soup. It’s a 
survivor's creed.” 

“Don’t | know it,” Hart admitted quietly. “Anyway, thank you for 
asking.” 

| had one final item to discuss, “Hart, what do you know of 
Firefanged?” 

She froze like a cornered mouse, unable to speak. 


“That's what | thought,” | said, standing up to leave. “Please don’t 
mention that name to anyone.” 

Feth it all. 

| handed Hart over to Sevin as we made the long walk back across 
the city to Sturgess Courthouse. There existed a warmth in her smile 
as she gazed in his direction, and Sevin reacted by becoming even 
more vigilant. We kept an even pace, giving me time to cast outward 
for any cold menace in our path and time to ponder our next move. 

| intended to track down the elusive and deadly Baden Durk. He 
was our most important lead in recovering the soul dagger, and we 
now knew a little more about him and his movements. Gisele had 
given me his name, a description of the man, and pointed me to an 
inn, the Rusty Mast, located near the Docks, not too far from the 
Garden of the King. As a hand of Sarpa, Durk had to be our best bet in 
finding the boss. 

Raven met me at the door to the Sturgess Manor House. Her touch 
sparked the embers still smoldering within me from Cold Harbor, and | 
responded by pulling her close. | wondered if | pulled at her heart like 
she pulled upon mine. 

“How was your visit to Cold Harbor?” she smiled. “Inspiring?” 

“You are always inspiring, but the visit was well worth it. Perhaps | 
can show you later if we have time.” 

“Don’t you have plenty on your plate right now?” 

“Sure. And yet, I’m still hoping for something warmer.” | pulled Rae 
up the stairs. 

The night ahead would be cold enough. 

And so, the day sped along. We both did our best to heal each 
other with the intensity and intimacy that our touch provided. For once, 
| burned inside without any searing pain or black smoke leaking from 
my scars. 

Andarion knocked on our door late in the afternoon, finally rousing 
us to join the rest of the world and setting us back to the tasks at hand. 

Sevin sat in our living room with Hart. None of us had gotten 
enough sleep lately, and | could see their fatigue setting in. With any 
luck, most of the company would have a quiet night. 

“Sevin, please chase down your brother for me. | need to see Keil 


right away.” My order elicited a mock frown from Hart. 

Feeling a tug of jealousy and pain nearby, | knocked on the door of 
my missing bodyguard. 

“I’m not getting up to open it, so you might as well come on in,” said 
Yser. 

| did. “Why are you shut in here?” 

“Well, | heard you were heading to Cold Harbor again today, and | 
wanted to keep myself safe for when you returned. Glad to see Raven 
is doing her job of grounding you.” 

“It's everyone’s job to ground me. Speaking of which, how are your 
ribs? Need any magical ointment?” 

Yseria offered a pretty smirk. “Do you have any left for me? Or did 
Raven claim it all?” 

| did my best to ignore that question by blushing profusely. “Yser, 
rest now and heal.” 

She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Please hand me my 
necklace, the one with the Coven ring and your blood on it. | feel 
naked without it.” 

“Sure thing,” | carefully looped the leather cord over her head. “I 
certainly wouldn't want to leave you naked.” 

“No, you wouldn't.” She settled back with a sigh and closed her 
eyes. 

| leaned over, kissed her gently on the forehead, and slipped out of 
the room. 

Back in the common room, | found Raven, Andy, Hart, Sevin, and 
Keil all sitting about, chatting before dinner. Keil wore a new sheen 
about him, an invisible shield where one’s soul outgrows one’s body 
with the killing of a demon. Some Vigils would perceive it as proof of a 
demon kill. It provided an extra layer of defense against the dark pall 
cast by a Hellion. 

We all headed downstairs for dinner with the rest of the company 
and were joined by Arch Mickens and Bailiff Bregman. | intended to 
bring everyone up to date and map out our next moves, but first things 
first. 

“Before we begin, | would like to note the elevation of Keil Martell to 
the rank of full-blooded sentinel in the eyes of a Vigil. All of our 


sentinels and bodyguards are now full-blooded and able to withstand a 
Hellion’s presence. Unfortunately, my trip today with Hart reminded me 
that there are entities whose dark power exceeds that of the demons 
we normally encounter; these entities work to their own ends in the 
face of the Order of the Vigil. 

“With the assistance of one of the Witches Divine, the Boss Sarpa 
holds power and sway over the rippers. He holds a greater demon, a 
Greol-hjag, that can make even more of the black-eye creatures, and 
there are rumors that an Arch Demon will use the Greol-hjag to pierce 
the Veil and invade our world. | intend to find and destroy that Hell- 
beast. 

“In the meantime, your jobs remain to protect each other as well as 
the judge and his family. It will take time for the boss to create more 
rippers, and | hope our injured will have time to heal. We collected 
three Coven rings last night from the dead rippers. Gunner, Hicks, and 
Keil each get one. Wear it on a string under your shirt, touching your 
skin, and it will help mask your presence, but please only use it when 
needed. | find them unsettling, and we have no clear idea as to their 
negative effects.” 

Raven stood up, “The Greol-hjag. Isn't that the same thing that you 
killed below Magnum Hall? The same thing that almost destroyed 
you?” 

“Yes,” | said, looking down at the table. | wasn’t sure about a/most. | 
still felt the hot slap of shame across my face from that night. 

Raven didn’t say a word, but | could feel her heart begging for 
someone else to do the dirty work. 

There was nothing more to say, and the risks weren’t something on 
which | wanted to dwell. | planned to be as far from my company as 
possible when | fought the next hag-demon. | was Firefanged, and | 
would take the power with the pain, the fury with the black. 

The mad fething black. 

Hart explained my thoughts, “Raven, no one else can do it. Only 
Ara has the ability to withstand it.” 

Raven’s eyes filled with tears and anger. “Why? Why is that!?” 

Hart, kindly, didn’t reply. 

| stated calmly, “I will go tonight—the sooner, the better. No more 


rippers will enter this city. Please make sure to find me when I’m 
done.” 

Bailiff Bregman filled us in on Death Valley. The criminal 
underground fully controlled this blighted area and unfortunately, the 
name was not another of those cleverly ironic Maidenhall titles. It 
spanned across the boundaries of the Warehouse District and Docks 
on the western edge of the city. Originally, a naturally occurring gorge 
and a colossal refuse pit for the Capital, it had been burned out over 
several years. Now, it was a corridor for slavers and smugglers and a 
private holding ground for the Coven. 

Bregman put good money on the rumor that it was the Overboss’s 
stronghold. One could see the elusiveness of the zone matching that 
of Boss Sarpa. Dotted by all sorts of temporary structures and caves, 
its layout constantly shifted with the denizens’ whims and the rainy 
seasons’ floods. The Kingsmen avoided the area, even during the 
daytime. Access routes via the Warehouse District were heavily 
restricted and watched by both sides of the law. 

Hitt 

My hunting instincts told me to never come at a quarry directly. 
Leaving Raven in charge of the Sturgess Compound, | left the Royal 
District via the southern gate at dusk and headed into the Garden of 
the King. My first stop was Magnum Hall to check on the place and get 
a good idea of my target for the night. It also gave me a simple way to 
drop anyone that was trailing me. 

The basement was almost untouched. Dust covered the floor with 
only a hint of perfume to combat the mustiness. 

Revisiting the empty prisoner cells, | took the time to study the scent 
and cell of the Greo/-hjag without getting any of its dried blood on my 
boots. It had been a fountain of black, one that | should have been 
able to track easily if it weren't hidden away underground. 

The connected townhouse was quiet but less settled than expected. 
Someone still had access and had been sleeping there. A woman’s 
perfume lingered in the air—intricate, subtle, and expensive. 

| searched the place bottom to top, but it was unoccupied. Needing 
to kill time until the darkest hours of the night, | rested a while in the 
office of the former boss. 


The click of the front door’s lock jolted me awake from my nap. 

Shoes tapped their way up the stairs to my floor. 

Waiting behind the office door, | noticed a familiar perfume drifting 
down the hallway. 

The footsteps suddenly reversed themselves. 

| bolted out of the office, grabbing the arm of a fleeing woman. 

She spun and screamed, slapping me hard across the face. 

My cheek throbbed in time to a painful memory as | caught her free 
hand and pinned her against the wall. With my face mere inches from 
hers, | could smell the woman’s disease. 

The expensive perfume was a poor mask for the unworldly curse 
that plagued her soul. It was part of her disguise and more—she was 
more than a mistress to the boss. 

| focused on the pain in my face, fighting the exotic scent she 
presented and said, “You have something of mine, Arriana, and you 
need a bath.” 

The woman’s icy blue eyes held mine in the dim light. She was 
older, maybe twice my age yet alluring. Her heart raced in time with 
mine, doing her best to seem meek and harmless as she replied, “I 
seem to be at a disadvantage, sir.” 

| could feel the lie of it and replied, “You seem to be taking 
advantage of everyone. You know who | am. Why are you here, and 
how did you get in?” 

“| have a key, of course. You also know who | am, so you shouldn’t 
be surprised.” 

| stepped back and held out my hand, waiting. Reaching beneath 
her expensive, tight-fitting red dress, Arriana regretfully pulled out a 
key that matched the other two I’d seen. 

“Do you have any other copies?” 

“No,” she spoke honestly. 

“Good, now why are you still here? Don’t you know it isn’t safe?” 

“And go where? | am part of the Coven and haven't been released. 
The boss doesn’t let go of that which he owns.” 

“Are you a finger or a hand?” 

She hesitated, saying, “To label me a finger would be an insult.” 

Truth. So, she was a high-level agent of Sarpa, likely put in place to 


watch over the Garden and the Market underboss. 

“You knew what was being kept in the Magnum Hall basement.” 

She nodded, “That’s why I’m here. To keep an eye on the boss’s 
prized possession.” 

“And now that it’s gone, why haven't you left?” 

“| need to find out who took it.” 

“And if you don’t?” 

Desperation bloomed in her voice, “Its loss would be devastating for 
me.” She left plenty unsaid. 

Freedom sang in the distance. 

“| have already heard of the presumptive heir, a man named Baden 
Durk.” | was looking for a reaction and got it. 

Her face darkened; she coughed as if | had punched her. She 
laughed, saying “Durk is a thug unable to think past the end of his 
crossbow.” 

“Well, it just so happens that Durk’s limited foresight has already 
made him my enemy.” | held out the key. “Arriana, perhaps we can 
work together to move you up the boss’s list.” 

“Really? Why would | trust you to help me?” 

“I’m here for one reason only: to shut down Sarpa’s demon 
business. | know what happened to his prized possession in the 
basement. You are at a dead-end with the boss. How are you going to 
explain that his pet isn’t coming back home?” 

“What happened to Gambol?” 

“He was overconfident. His pet rippers tore him apart. Do you have 
any other allies that can help you?” 

Her red-painted lips twitched, fighting a smile. She reached out and 
took the key. “You make a compelling point. How can | help you?” 

“I've learned that the boss has a second pet hidden away in Death 
Valley. He’s using it to create more rippers. If you can help me find the 
demon tonight, I'll come back tomorrow to sort out Baden Durk.” 

“The Waxman, a most reliable fellow and honorary mayor of Death 
Valley, would be the most likely candidate to host a demon pen. He 
lives in a large white shack built near the center of the gorge. You can’t 
miss it, but good luck getting anywhere near it.” 

| could smell a setup in the works. “I’m impressed by your honesty 


tonight, but there’s one thing you should know. | forced Otison Gambol 
into that cage.” 

She spoke with an alien coldness on her breath, “Is that a warning?” 

“It's an honest confession. I'll not pretend that we don’t run on 
opposite sides of the board, but | was told that you and Gambol were a 
thing and that he valued your services above all others.” 

“Any more honesty to share?” She covered her deeper feelings with 
the turn of her red lips. 

“Yes, your perfume is driving me crazy. Please take a bath and put 
on something more comfortable, less alluring, shall we say. | need to 
be able to think around you. And once | leave here tonight, don’t go 
outside for any reason, at least not until the sun is well up in the sky 
tomorrow.” 

| left the townhouse, walking out the front door and through the 
heavy iron gate that adorned its courtyard wall. 

Arriana locked the gate behind me. 

The cold gazes of two predators monitored the scene—one at each 
end of the street. 

| turned to the predator at my back, the one still standing behind the 
gate. “Arriana, you have watchers. Are they here for you or me?” 

She shrugged, failing to mask her fear, and hurried back inside. 

| drifted into an empty alleyway directly across the street and waited 
in the darkest shadow, knowing my night vision would give me the 
upper hand. 

It took longer than expected, but one of the two watchers finally took 
the bait. A short man smelling of stale smoke and a bathless lifestyle 
appeared as a shadow before me. He carried a weapon in his right 
hand, a weighted club. His ghost-like presence caught my attention— 
he was Coven and shaded. 

In the last few days, working with my crew, I'd learned to see past 
the Coven rings’ masking charm to the unreal existence it portrayed. 

The man inched past me. 

| backhanded him hard—the crunch of my bracer against his temple 
making a permanent dent in the side of his skull and another casualty 
in the Coven’s war. 

Searching the thug, | grabbed his ring and the practical club, leaving 


the rest where it had collapsed, and headed out the back end of the 
alley. 

Watcher number two remained in place a short block to my right. 
They had picked a good shadow and didn’t give off a careless stench 
like the last. 

Coming upon them before either of us could react, | jumped back 
and lashed out with my newfound weapon. It was a weak effort with 
little behind it. 

The man deftly blocked the swing and broke my grip on the club. 

“Ara, you'll have to do better than that,” he growled. 

“Mott, why are you here? It isn’t safe to be out tonight.” 

“I’m keeping an eye on you as ordered. What were you doing with 
that woman in the red dress? She seems a bit old for you.” 

“Ha, don’t | know it. Give me another ten years, and you wouldn’t 
find me out here jarring with you,” | chuckled back. “She’s one of 
Sarpa’s hands, was Otison Gambol’s watcher, and the boss wants her 
to find out what happened to his favorite demon.” 

“Convenient. Why is she still alive?” Mott was the logical sort. 

“You know me. I’m a sucker for every alluring, lost killer that comes 
my way. She gave me some ideas about getting into Death Valley and 
finding the second Greol-hjag in exchange for some help removing the 
assassin, Baden Durk. Coven pecking order rivalries can be a bitch.” 

“| bet her perfume had nothing to do with it,” he replied. 

| ignored his comment completely. “There’s a dead Coven watcher 
in the next alley over. Would you make the body disappear while | 
continue on with my mission?” 

Mott gave me a long look and a quick nod. 

“And please take this safely back to Sturgess.” | handed Mott my 
silver Ylamil talisman. “Don’t ask me to explain. I’ve got a long enough 
night ahead.” 


Chapter 13 
Death Valley 


Boss Sarpa’s domain was named for the smell; it had to be. Death 
Valley sweetly reeked of garbage and rotting flesh, pungent sulfur and 
burning feces. The stench rolled from pits scattered randomly between 
the steep walls of the gorge. There was a good reason the Army, the 
Kingsmen, or almost anyone with a nose avoided this area. It was a 
punishment to live here. Heck, it was a punishment just visiting. 

Arriana was wrong about me having trouble getting around the 
poorly lit area. In the deep darkness, the going was slow, but | could 
navigate almost entirely by smell, and my night vision helped to find 
the blind spots in the landscape. My innate sense for predators, along 
with the fire pits burning outside the active huts, shacks, and houses, 
helped me dodge trouble until | finally zeroed in on my destination. 

To describe the Mayor’s house as being white might have been 
accurate a decade before. Now the worn wooden structure matched 
the rest of the bleak landscape. Its core glowed with a deep red 
disease. 

| fought back a cough as my stomach retched, and my eyes 
watered at the thought of what | would do next. I’d been contemplating 
the decision all day upon leaving Cold Harbor. Killing the second 
Greol-hjag was imperative, and the only way of doing that was to lose 
my humanity, essentially becoming a ripper myself. 

Slipping into Death Valley from the northern edge of the gorge, | 
had quietly killed three different Coven agents dutifully guarding the 
area against intruders. Using my demon-like speed and the newly 
acquired club left three unremarkable corpses and no regrets on my 


part. They were simply victims of a war that | hadn’t started. Now, 
facing the evening’s main event, feeling the sick, acid-black quality 
eating away at the soul of everything around it, | knew I'd be paying a 
high price for whatever | did next. 

| rose and walked casually towards the back door of the place. A 
single guard and the spiced-scent of his pipe lingered there. | nodded 
as | approached, and he ignored me. I’m not sure he even looked at 
me with any conscious thought, his eyes closed, his mind a cloudy 
black haze. 

The backdoor opened into a small, guarded room. Three men 
armed with knives and clubs sat at a table in the dim, smoke-filled 
room, their presence suffocated by the demon’s spell below. 

They also ignored me. 

Stone stairs on my right descended into the glowing red and black 
of a Hellhole. 

| knew the taste by now. 

| paused and counted my breaths, clearing my mind of any 
distractions and pushing back the pulsing energy with my intentions. 
Finally, stepping downward, | walked into a nightmare. 

By the time the stairs ended in a sizable, rectangular cavern, I'd 
drawn both of my weapons and was swimming hard through the pall 
permeating the basement. The hellish energy broke upon me in 
waves, rushing outward from the Greol-hjag caged in the center of the 
room. This demon appeared larger than its sister with snake-like skin 
spotted like a leopard from the deepest jungles of the East. A dozen 
prisoners lay comatose in cells that lined the walls of the room around 
the creature—twelve more rippers in the oven. 

The opposite side of the room had its own set of stairs, likely from 
the front entrance of the house, and a welcoming party, waiting for me, 
led by the thinnest, palest man I'd ever seen. Towering at his side 
were two Hell-knights. 

| flinched in surprise. It made sense that Hell-knights would be on 
hand to control the lesser demons that infested the rippers, but the 
shock of their presence in Murderhall, along with the Greol-hjag 
hammering on my soul with its Black Fountain attack, left me reeling. 

The stale cadaver of a man cackled in glee, “Vigil Ara Storm, 


welcome to Waxman’s House of Horrors. We’ve been waiting for you.” 

At that moment, the Greol-hjag spoke to me, punching me with a 
vivid vision of events to come. My head spun; my bearings flew away 
as a Hell-filled scene, the disease-ridden death of Maidenhall, slashed 
across my mind. More sickening laughter assaulted my ears as the 
distant presence of a powerful Hell-baron echoed throughout the 
basement. 

Not one for manners, | bent over and vomited on the floor, pushing 
back with all | had, but it was too late. 

My vision began to dim. 

| fought for control, looking for a hook to pull upon to avoid blacking 
out. 

The slightest breeze caressed my back, and the spicy scent of pipe 
smoke arrived. 

Without turning about, | knew that four predators, the ripper guards 
from above, stood at my back, knives out. 

Another breeze reached me from across the room, riding the fetid 
stench of Death Valley but unable to hide the trace of a familiar, 
expensive perfume. 

Between death and deceit, | stood, finding the proud eyes of the 
horrid Mister Waxman. His diseased soul encased his body like a 
coffin. Somehow that allowed him to walk amongst these Hell-filled 
creatures and to control them. 

He was the key. 

Under my breath, | counted down and started pulling at the black 
mantle of the room, consuming it all, unleashing Firefanged, my secret 
weapon in this underground war. Vigil scars screamed back at me, 
flaring to life, indignant, scorching, blistering my skin. My vision 
tunneled into red-black rage. 

“You’ve been waiting, but are you ready?” | said, staring hard at 
Waxman. 

Waxman lost his smile, but not his tongue. “Ready? What took you 
so long, you little fether? Too bad that Sarpa didn’t stick around to 
watch the fun.” 

| responded by pushing every mote of the black mass I’d collected 
into Waxman, shredding him to pieces in the process. One moment he 


was staring me down. In the next, he was melting against the front wall 
like an overused, bug-ridden candle. 

Don’t ask me about bug-ridden. |’'d already vomited once, and 
nobody appreciates the dry heaves. 

The effect around me was immediate. The monsters were free of 
their invisible chains, and the Greol-hjag began to flail at the bars of its 
cage. 

| dashed forward, leaping onto the cage of the Greol-hjag, soaking 
up her energy like a virgin in a volcano. 

The four rippers pursued me. 

The Hell-knights drew their longswords and angled in from my right 
and left, protecting the hag-snake and coordinating their attacks. One 
swung over-hand, attempting to bisect me north to south, the other did 
the same east to west. 

Hell-knights are massively powerful but far too slow in my book. | 
vaulted forward across the cage, avoiding and redirecting the 
simultaneous sword strikes. The cage roof crumpled, dropping one 
side to the floor while a trailing ripper was split neatly in half from the 
horizontal chop. 

Landing too near the boneless, bubbling Waxman, | pushed off the 
wall and ducked a swing from a ripper. All three were swarming 
forward, looking to cut me apart. 

The Hell-knights moved to protect the Greo/l-hjag as it sauntered 
from its cage. 

With little room to maneuver, | reversed my direction, beheading 
one black-eye while punching Sorrow into another. Both strikes had 
the same effect. The rippers’ demise raised my fury and my strength. | 
blocked the last remaining fiend with my heavy vambrace and crushed 
its skull with the other. 

A cell door slammed open, the Greol-hjag reaching inside with its 
tail. Out flew a black-eye, racing my way while the uber-demon 
scuttled over to the next prisoner's cell. 

The Hell-knights maintained their position protecting the wicked 
process as the hag-demon made its way around the room. Somehow, | 
didn’t think that Sarpa would be thrilled at losing their fresh supply of 
rippers, but feelings were the lowest item on my list of priorities. 


| stood my ground and fed my weapons well. 

After the last black-eye fell to pieces, the Hell-knights advanced, 
trying to box me into a corner. 

| darted around to the left of both, thwarting the second demon with 
the body of the first while still pulling more depraved power from the 
hag. 

Sorrow vibrated in my hand as it punched through the head of the 
nearest knight, exploding its plated helmet. My broadsword, once 
silent, now screamed out in defiance. 

The remaining Hell-knight stood, backed away, and knelt with its 
longsword pointing downward. 

The Greol-hjag screamed as it rushed across the room. Its boney 
tail flashed out. 

Exile sent the appendage flying into the wall while Sorrow pierced 
the hag’s eye. 

It didn’t die easily. A black flame burst forth from the fiend’s head, 
searing my hand and lower arm. 

| was almost beyond feeling pain as | side-stepped the hellfire. | 
spun, and my glaive removed the hag-snake’s head. 

The fountain of filth that had been tearing through the room 
collapsed. The building settled into a deflated silence. 

From far above, muffled screams of carnage reached my ears. 
More rippers were moving uncontrolled within the Valley of Death. 
Waxman’s House of Horrors had taken things to a new level of 
entertainment, and | felt no urge to join in the fun or to stop it. 

“What is your name?” | asked the remaining knight. 

To my surprise, he answered, “Chale’aan, Lord.” 

The name echoed in my ears as he spoke, Pawn—Little Pawn. 

Sensing my curiosity, he explained, “I was given the title when | 
accepted this mission. Mercenaries are not well-respected in our 
domain, and even less so when we are destined to leave the Infernal 
Domain.” 

“And your partner?” | pointed to the dead knight. 

“Her name is Ber’yl.” 

“Bane of Night?” | said. 

“Perhaps a name more poetic than mine, my sister earned it by 


defeating Beri-Xol, a Kjaira sent to assassinate her prince,” he 
explained. 

| kicked one of the dead rippers. “Are there any more like these in 
this city?” 

“Yes, above, not far from here, Lord.” 

“What am | to you?” 

“You bear the sword of a warlord—one well known in the Infernal 
Realm.” 

| used my authority to its fullest, “Have the rippers continue their 
work, but make sure they don’t leave this valley. The boundaries are 
steep and clearly marked with fires. Now go, kill everyone in this 
gorge. Return with your lesser brethren and any silver rings that you 
find—ones with a witch’s spell. Be here before dawn, and | will send 
you all home.” 

| examined the Greol-hjag and used my hunting knife to skin its 
tough, leathery hide. The horse-sized, scorpion-shaped body offered 
plenty. | removed my right vambrace and wrapped a strip of the tough, 
wet leather around my severely burned hand and arm. It distracted 
from my Vigil scars, which still complained bitterly at my state. 

To finish things, | splashed lamp oil on the skinless demon carcass 
and set it alight. 

The headless Hell-knight was already beginning to decay within its 
armor, smoldering on its way to ash, but its black longsword remained 
intact, pristine. My best guess pointed to all the dark energy that the 
hag-demon had been pouring into the room when the knight’s head 
exploded. That much salt must have pickled it somehow. 

| lifted the sword but couldn’t wield it with my arm in its sorry state. | 
wrapped the weapon in the bundle of bloody rawhide and hefted it all 
across my shoulder. 

Climbing the stairs to the front of the Mayor’s house, | found dozens 
of bodies shredded and scattered about the place. | was looking for 
one in particular, but Arriana must have left well before the fun started. 
Her perfume lingered around the place, clashing with the iron-filled 
odor of blood and the sourness of death. A new collection of Coven 
rings began to fill my pack. 

The decrepit structure was a pit in itself—a discard pile of epic 


proportions. Weapons, clothes, rotten food, and even gold marks lay 
scattered about the place. Bones seemed to be one room’s theme, 
and trophies lined another's walls—mostly heads though sometimes 
full cadavers. 

Another area snagged my interest, a room stacked with weapons of 
all sorts. Swords, spears, and crossbows lined the walls along with one 
unique, bloodstained, double-headed axe. The axe’s balance was 
pristine, the steel and ironwood of its handle engraved with runes. A 
masterwork, | rolled it in the rawhide bundle with the pearl-black 
longsword. 

The final room, an accountant’s domain, held orderly stacks of 
markers, deeds, and heavy pouches of gold and silver marks. Mayor 
Waxman may have been the richest man in the whole Kingdom until 
he melted in his disease. 

After tucking away a large satchel of deeds and a pouch full of 
gems, | stuffed piles of loose Coven markers into a filthy burlap sack 
and dropped it into the barrel of fire that was blazing away in the front 
room. The Coven’s record of debts disintegrated in a mound of costly 
ash. 

Outside, Murderhall had appeared in all its glory, and the night 
glowed in appreciation. Fires billowed, and blood ran everywhere as 
far as | could see from my perch outside the Mayor’s shack. The 
demons’ progress ranged farther and farther across the gorge, 
reaching the edges but not leaving. They left nothing unturned, nothing 
alive, everything aflame. 

Finally, | called the demons back. Exile destroyed the rippers as 
they knelt, one by one, dropping silver rings at my feet. 

| thanked Chale’aan for his service, saying “What is your sword’s 
name?” 

“Hof,” he replied. 

Home, house, prison? | thought. 

“A soul always finds its way home,” he clarified. 

“And your sister's sword?” 

“The same—Hof.” 

“| name you Chale for your service tonight.” 

“An honor, Lord” was all he said as he bowed, and, just like his 


sister, Sorrow sent him home. 

| added his longsword to the heavy bundle that sat on the ground at 
his smoldering feet. Not a living soul existed within a half-mile of those 
trophies. Backtracking my route in, | used the warehouse district's 
generous shadows to wend my way unnoticed into the city proper. 

The rising sun vied with a smoke-filled glow on the horizon to the 
west as | returned to Magnum Hall. | stored my armor kit, glaive, 
satchel, and pack, along with a heavy demon hide bundle in the 
basement vault, locking it tight. 

Hell permeated everything, and even with the vault sealed, | 
couldn’t get the essence of the Greol-hjag out of my mind. Worse yet, | 
couldn't find the scent of Ara Storm anywhere. | was a stranger. | was 
the Scarred Man, haunted by a hag-demon, and | had one last step to 
take before the path of my nightmare reached its end. 

| crept into the townhouse from below; Sorrow was sheathed across 
the small of my back. Reaching out, | noted one person asleep on the 
third level. Entering the master suite, | found Ariana’s clothes strewn 
about the floor, still reeking of Death Valley and the evil staleness that 
was the Waxman. It was a close competition as to which odor was 
worse. She had been present tonight, arriving ahead of me, preparing 
the scene. 

Sitting in a chair by the bed, | scanned the curve of the woman’s 
vulnerable form beneath a thin blanket and the meager warmth that it 
held. Her steady breathing brushed gently against my ears. 

| reached out with my mind and plumbed her soul. Its subtle 
vibrations had a rhythm, almost a dance, a long-learned distraction 
from the disease that plagued it. The abuse of many years had left its 
mark, leaving a gully of emptiness and a balance eroding toward 
despair. 

Arriana had bathed when she’d returned from Death Valley. Her 
scent still wore a thread of that enticingly exotic perfume but allowed 
me to catch an earthy musk and a hint of feathers as if freshly fallen 
from an owl. 

| memorized every detail about her, repeating my scrutiny a second 
and third time to be sure, but in the end, there was only one solution. | 
drew Sorrow. 


The scaly sound of my war-blade clearing leather snapped Arriana’s 
eyes wide. 

“Good morning,” | said, standing up. “The boss is getting a rather 
late start today.” 

Her shock was complete. Anxiety bolted around the room before 
settling back down in her chest. 

She offered me only a silent stare. 

“Hold out your hand,” | commanded, catching her off guard. 

She complied. 

Keeping my eyes locked on hers, Sorrow bit into her palm, tearing a 
shallow wound in one far deeper. Before Arriana could pull her hand 
back, | grasped it with my raw, leather-bound hand, capturing the 
blood and black disease that poured forth. | held it firm, unmoving, 
soaking it up, tasting the essence in my mind as our energies mingled. 

A vile smoke appeared as my House rushed forth to conquer hers. 
Among the battles of the night, it was a small skirmish, but, in the long 
run, it may have saved us both. 

While visiting the Witches, Hart had told me that | pulled on a 
person’s heart merely by holding their hand. | wondered what | might 
have drawn from Arriana at that moment when our blood had met and 
negotiated the terms of our co-existence. The broken woman carried a 
tragic heart, eaten almost in two by the Infernal disease that was Lord 
Maltheus, halves held together by the shallow roots of a garden long 
fallow in its neglect. 

| said, “You have a long day ahead of you. Eat something before 
you go out.” 

| left without another word. 


Chapter 14 
Vigil of the Order 


Retracing my steps through the basement passage, gathering my 
kit and bundles from the vault, | stepped out of Magnum Hall into the 
easy morning sun. The nightmare had run out of monsters, all but one, 
and | didn’t know where to go. 

After such a soul-crushing night, | stood there soaking in the 
warmth, chasing about for the last sane thread of a thought | may have 
had from the day before. It was always good to pick up somewhere 
familiar, but my mind felt fingerless and empty. 

My stomach growled in response. It felt like it had been days since 
I'd eaten or slept. 

The Lucky Star sounded good. 

“You're not going to eat at the Lucky Star looking like that,” came a 
kind voice from over my shoulder. 

| turned to find three horses standing behind me, their reins held by 
Sevin Martell. A beautiful young woman reached out to take my left 
hand in hers. 

“Hart,” | choked out the name as reality came charging back, uphill 
into a wall of spears. 

Maybe my stomach wasn’t that empty after all. 

| was hell-ridden, covered in what had to be buckets of blood and 
demon skin. All the blood was demonic in origin, except for a few 
drops on my right hand from a compromised and somewhat dangerous 
older woman. My burning scars leaked yellow fluid and fumed, 
competing with my scalded right hand and lower arm for attention. 

Hart and | both winced at once. 


| let go of her hand, pulling back in disgrace, unable to share the 
pain and what was left of my being with her. My eyes leaked, and the 
morning sky held an irritating mixture of sunlight and intense black 
smoke. 

Things were so perfect only a moment ago. What had happened? 

A door had slammed shut, locking me in a house with shame and 
disgrace, but thankfully free of regret. | would live in this place anytime 
the Infernal crossed my path and demanded it of me. 

Divine, it sucked. 

Hart reached out again, gently guiding me toward a horse, my 
horse. 

Daur. Ara. Ara Storm. Got it. 

Her touch was pulling me back to myself. Her touch shut the door 
on Firefanged and pushed away the House of War. 

“Hart, please don't,” | pleaded, leaning against my horse. 

Sevin moved to pick up my heavy pack. 

HHH 

Halfway to Sturgess Hall, Mott Duncan appeared beside us. He 
took my reins and sped us forward at a trot. “The Army is mustering,” 
was all he offered for an explanation. 

Mott’s shout of “Wounded man coming in!” pushed us through the 
eastern gate and into the Royal District without delay. 

| sagged in my saddle, saying “Just make sure they take me to a 
hospital and not the morgue.” 

Sevin grabbed hold of Exile’s hilt, Keeping me straight until we 
reached the hornet’s nest of activity that was the Sturgess Courthouse 
compound. 

Sergeant Volk watched the main entry gate with Sentinel Gunner 
Trew, while Kingsmen and couriers assembled and rode off on a 
dozen different missions. 

Mott caught me as | staggered from my horse, leading me into 
Sturgess Hall. Sevin and Hart followed. 

“Sevin, please tell Raven that Ara’s here,” said Mott. “She’s with the 
judge at his office in the Courthouse Manor.” 

Andarion appeared at once, helping to half carry me up the stairs to 
my suite and into the bath. 


“The blood isn’t mine,” | slurred a bit. “But the burns fething are.” 

So were the memories and the visions of the night. 

The process of undressing was a blur, my armor and weapons 
unstrapped, my shirt and pants cut and torn from me. | kept my right 
arm up in the air, not wanting to dilute the blood that the demon-skin 
wrapping contained. Andarion left it in place, and Hart gingerly held my 
hand up out of the water as | sat in the warm tub. 

“Hello, Hart,” | said, blushing at her presence. 

Andy cuffed me. “Nothing she hasn’t already seen,” he said of the 
blind girl at my side. 

“Hey, that’s not fair. Hart sees a lot more than most.” 

“Except in your case,” chuckled Andy, shutting me down. 

“Well, the water’s a bit cold, you know.” 

“If it’s so cold, why is it steaming off of you?” he replied. 

“Ara, why are you crying?” said Hart. 

Oh, that. Well, that was only condensation running down my 
cheeks. The pain was overloading my senses, but | was more anxious 
about seeing Rae. What was taking her so long? 

“Sorrow, please. Where is Sevin?” | asked Andy. 

“lll get him.” Andy rushed out. 

“I’ve got it,” said another female voice, not Raven. 

This bath was going downhill fast. 

“Yseria, should you be in here?” | eyed the Kjaira dagger in her 
hand. 

She smirked. “How can | sleep knowing that another woman is 
tending to your naked wounds? Now, where do you want it?” 

“Straight through the leather wrap at the bloody red spot.” | held up 
the target. 

Before | could brace myself, the dagger punched true, piercing my 
skin and lifting my head from beneath the surface of insanity. My Vigil 
scars finally settled as the corruption was consumed, leaving me to 
sigh and ponder my primary worry—Raven. 

“Thank you, Yser,” | almost sounded like myself. “I promise to visit 
you later. I’m going to need some help with my wrap and that 
shamanic healing paste of yours. Now please—go rest.” 

Yseria returned to her room just in time. 


“Hart, please take it before Rae gets here,” | said, holding out my 
hand. 

“Too late,” she said, slipping the war-blade from my palm and 
handing it to Sevin, who'd newly arrived. 

“We'll be going outside for a bit. Call if you need us,” said Sevin, 
already escorting Hart from the room. 

| took a moment to finish scrubbing my hair with my left hand, not 
able to make eye contact with my better half. 

How many halves did | have? 

“Don't say it. Please don’t say it,” | begged Raven. | could feel her 
anxiety and her uncontrolled reproach. 

“What happened to your arm?” she whispered. 

“Hell-fire. The Greol-hjag was more than Sorrow could take. Exile 
had to finish the job.” 

| had to finish the job. | finished it. No regrets. 

She continued, “How many demons were there?” 

“Eighteen in the ripper room, hidden under a house in the middle of 
Death Valley. Another thirteen outside the house afterward. So, one 
Greol-hjag, two Hell-knights, and twenty-eight rippers in all.” 

“Sevin was with me. Who stabbed your hand? And don’t tell me that 
Hart can aim that well.” 

“Yseria stopped by to check on me. | think she was a bit jealous of 
all the attention that | was getting from Hart. So, she stabbed me. 
Women. Who knew?” 

Raven shook her head, but | felt her begin to soften, a glacier in 
summer. 

“Put this on,” she huffed, handing over my silver talisman. 

I'd already wrestled with that gift during the ride back here. | didn’t 
hesitate when it was offered. “Brace yourself,” | said, watching her 
reaction closely. 

She didn’t cringe as it settled around my neck. With the familiar 
presence of our connection restored, the screaming pain in my arm 
dulled a bit. 

“Finally,” | heard Andy say from our living area. 

“Why was Hart’s nose bleeding when Sevin walked her out of 
here?” 


Now | flinched. “What!?” 

| struggled to get out of the bathtub. Mostly clean and clothed, | was 
escorted out by Andy and Raven and seated on one of the long, 
comfortable couches that filled our common living room. Across from 
me sat Hart with Sevin’s arm looped through hers. 

Get a room, you two. 

A bloody cloth sat in Sevin’s other hand. Hart looked pale to me. 
Feth. 

Rae pulled up a chair for Andy as he escorted Yseria into the room. 
Rae took the spot of honor on my left; Yser sat on my right and began 
removing my ugly leather wrap. She’d brought her healing salve, and 
my eyes locked on the jar as she set it down. 

“Now that we are all here,” Raven opened the impromptu meeting. 
“Let’s all figure out what the Hell happened last night and what we 
should do next. We need to be clear on what we report to Judge Small 
and what goes in my next letter to Duke Ragir and Vigil Snow.” 

“Next letter to whom?” | asked in surprise. 

“You killed thirty demons last night in a hidden, human-made setting 
in the middle of the King’s city. If | can manage it, | will send letters to 
every Vigil in the land. | mean, don’t you think we're in a bit over our 
heads here?” 

That was one way of putting it. 

Yseria finished removing the demon-skin from my lower arm and 
began the process of applying her ointment. | think | may have 
moaned a little at the soothing effect. 

Andy cleared his throat. 

Hart sat still, observing, and Sevin looked as pale as she, eyes 
locked on my arm. 

“That looks painful,” he said to Hart. 

“Don't | know it,” my inquisitor replied. “Try holding back a demon 
with your hair on fire. My nose doesn’t bleed for the fun of it.” 

“Try fighting thirty while drinking fire from a volcano,” | retorted. “And 
then try remembering your own name at the end of the night. | mean, | 
know | make it look easy, but it really isn’t.” 

| paused my rambling and took stock of Hart’s pale face, her hand 
that gripped a bloody cloth, and the many stunned eyes that circled the 


room. 

“What I’m trying to say is that | can’t do this without you. Without all 
of you, really. | can only jump into the pit, knowing that you'll be there 
to pull me back out and help set me right. 

“Hart, |am so sorry for this morning. | owe you everything for pulling 
me back to reality and for sharing my pain along the way. Yseria and 
Sevin for stabbing me when | needed to be stabbed and watching my 
back. Andy for picking up the pieces and cleaning them off, and for 
protecting those that | love. 

“And Rae, for making me think about my Hell-bent decisions before 
| make them. I’m ashamed of myself. | feel utterly disgraced by my 
actions and the lack of humanity that | endured last night. | almost 
didn’t come back, knowing that it would be far easier to fight the 
darkness that way, to be the weapon that this city needs. But | couldn't 
leave you.” 

Yser began wrapping my arm, reusing the same hideous strip of 
rawhide. | felt a new connection drop into place as the bloodstained 
leather touched my hand. Arriana’s perfume lit up my senses. She was 
masking her fear and anxiety today in a big way. 

Good for her. Things didn’t go as she planned last night, did they? 

Raven was too sharp to leave things unexplained. “What aren’t you 
telling us, Ara?” 

“Sevin, please find your brother and ask him to invite Lord Small for 
a meeting. The judge must be quite busy right now, but it’s urgent,” | 
said. “Andy, would you please bring out the bundle of demon hide that 
Mott helped carry in today.” 

“Just tell her, Ara. Now or never,” whispered Hart. 

Hart was right. If there ever was a time to share the news about my 
dark side, it was now. As things stood, | couldn’t get any lower in Rae’s 
eyes. 

Or mine. 

“Hart, what do you see when you look at Raven?” | sidled slowly 
down the steep path of honesty. 

“A black lion, sisterless and forlorn. She carries the soul of a 
shadow-cat wrapped around her heart,” said Hart. 

“Well put. Poetic. Thank you for that.” Turning to Rae, | said, “All of 


that together makes you beautiful to my eyes. Your strength and 
vulnerability, the light, and the dark. You are the beacon for my heart. 
With or without a silver talisman, you are the reason why Hart was able 
to pull me back from the pit.” 

Raven stared back into my eyes, and | felt her heart speed up. Her 
soul burned a little brighter, maybe even purred, but her uncertainty 
lingered. Trust was hard to build upon our broken estate. 

| demanded a lot from my inquisitor. “Now, Hart, please tell us what 
the Witches Divine perceived of me yesterday at Cold Harbor.” 

Hart delivered when asked, “They saw you, Firefanged, the divided 
soul of a House of War in exile; an Infernal entity beholden to the 
Prince of Darkest Reality, a Power and a Horror to be used, feared, 
and eventually destroyed as the Cycle of Hell bears you down.” 

Concise, lyrical. | was impressed. 

“And that answers your question, doesn’t it? The one about why 
Hart’s nose was bleeding,” | said to Rae. 

Our bond echoed with her stunned confusion. 

From a quiet position by the stairwell door, Keil Martell interrupted 
our meeting, breaking through the room’s awkward silence. 

“Vigil Storm, what’s all this about Hell-bears?” he asked in faux 
seriousness. “I haven’t heard of those. Are you holding out on us, 
Ara?” 

“Keil, thank you for stopping by. How is Lord Small?” | wondered 
how much might have been overheard by the judge. 

“He waits in the dining room below. Shall | have him up?” 

| took in a relieved breath. 

“Please do. You and your brother too.” 

In moments, | had a demon-skin bundle rolled up on the floor at my 
feet as Judge Roger Small entered with his bailiff. The judge was 
trailed by Keil, Sevin, and the judge’s current sentinel bodyguard, 
Brandon Hicks. Lord Small took the seat offered by Andarion. 

Raven sat beside me, silently fuming and confused. We would have 
time later to sort through the storm that was my life and my House. 
Right now, | had a battle to fight and a war to end. 

It had been two days since the judge and | had spoken more than a 
handful of words. He had been heavily sheltered while | was out 


beating the underworld’s bushes for the Enemy. 

“Ara, it is good to see you looking well,” said Small, though | think 
he stumbled a bit on the last word. “I’ve come with some urgency to 
find out what happened last night in Death Valley. The Army has 
closed off the gorge and is working on identifying and burning the 
bodies. Early reports from both the Kingsmen and the Army report 
more than four hundred dead, and the fetid area almost completely 
razed.” 

Four hundred dead. Feth. 

My chin began to tremble at the thought. 

Raven broke her silence with the violent slap of an accusation, tone 
and all, “Ara, what did you do?” 

If she had stabbed me in the lung, | would have felt better than | did 
now. | held on for dear life, choosing to focus on the Judge of 
Maidenhall instead of the ground that was racing up at me. On a count 
of four, | decided it was time to get a grip on myself and the situation. 

“It was my understanding that both the Army and the Kingsmen 
found Death Valley to be strictly off-limits. Why was that?” | answered 
his question with one of my own. 

| wasn’t acting passive-aggressive. | was livid at the conversation’s 
accusatory turn and figured that the answer to my question would 
answer the judge’s concern. 

Wanting to add some further context to the discussion, | continued, 
“Two nights ago, a ripper entered Sturgess Courthouse Manor with the 
sole mission of murdering you and your family. We were present and 
prepared, and the ripper met the razor-sharp end of Keil Martell’s axe, 
a mere dozen feet from the room where you and your family were 
sheltered. How many would have died that night if we hadn’t been here 
and ready for the attack?” 

| paused, waiting for some sort of nod of acknowledgment from the 
judge and his bailiff. Sevin walked over and sat down beside Hart, 
putting a hand on her arm. The last thing we wanted was her nose to 
begin bleeding again, and after last night, | still wasn’t sure that | was 
fully back in my saddle. Hell, Rae had knocked me off my horse with 
her cutting remark. 

“He’s waiting for you to acknowledge the context in which you have 


begun this dialogue,” said Hart. She was brooking her own ire, and | 
could have kissed her for it. 

My eyes burned into Roger Small. He was a power here, but not the 
only one. Having brought me to Murderhall, he had better own the 
consequences. We were in the middle of a war, and by sitting on that 
couch, I'd staggered out of one battle only to find myself facing 
another. 

A small hand reached out; with a single finger to brush my cheek, 
Yseria Warric tried to restore my balance. | could have kissed her too, 
but this isn’t that kind of story. 

“Yesterday, | executed a witch, one of the more darkly enterprising 
Witches Divine. Her name was Gisele. Well-schooled in the Infernal 
arts, she secretly worked for the Coven, building altars and portals for 
Hell. It seems that she was beside herself because the boss had lost 
one of his prized possessions. A Greol-hjag demon had been secured 
beneath Magnum Hall in the Garden of the King. It was slaughtered in 
a fit of black rage by yours truly. This hag-demon channeled diseased 
energy directly from Hell in such copious amounts that it could destroy 
souls, create empty vessels, and pull lesser demons across into our 
domain. It made the rippers for the boss, and with those, they 
terrorized and controlled most of the city. 

“Death Valley was awash in rippers, which were controlled 
somehow by a once human Coven agent known as Mayor Waxman 
and two Hell-knights. The underground structure that | invaded last 
night had rooms for creating twelve more black-eyes at a time. The 
area was guarded by at least sixteen more. With great cost, | executed 
every ripper in Death Valley along with the Hell-knights and the boss’s 
last remaining Greol-hjag.” | ended with the tally, cutting things short. | 
had a sudden certainty that we were about to be interrupted. “Any last 
questions?” 

“Ara, thank you for explaining the dire nature of the events of last 
night. We have much to discuss with the lord-general of the Army and 
the Royal Engineers. We plan to assume permanent control of Death 
Valley.” 

A single knock at the door caught my attention. Gunner was leaning 
in, noting those present and trying not to appear awkward. 


“Ara, | mean Vigil, there’s a woman downstairs demanding to see 
you,” he said. “She’s fething, | mean, awfully adamant, to put it nicely.” 

“Gunner, please give her my regards and escort her upstairs,” | 
replied. “Lord Small, please forgive this interruption, but | believe it is 
timely based on our current topic of conversation.” 

We were in the middle of discussing events pertinent to the 
woman’s future, so it only seemed fitting to have her present. It was 
her war, after all. 

The room remained quiet and courteous despite the arrival of an 
unknown, uninvited guest. 

Hart stared in my direction, rubbing her nose, and | nodded back at 
Sevin. 

Hart smiled, whispering to Sevin, “I think that Ara is braver than | 
first thought.” 

| took that as a compliment. Sisters can be nice. Who knew? 

Gunner opened the door wide. 

In stormed Arriana, pounding across the floor with fear and 
madness on her brow. She carried a cliff-hanging terror and a 
complete inability to cope. She’d taken my advice and dressed in 
something more modest, but she still wore the mind-twisting perfume. 
Her eyes blinked and moved without focus. That’s how | knew she was 
beyond simple fear. 

Ignoring everyone but me, she screamed, “What did you do!? How 
—how could you!? They’re dead. They’re all dead!” 

In a single night, I’d destroyed almost everything and everyone that 
mattered to her. The fact that she had no qualms about doing the 
same to everyone else was still fresh in my mind. 

| reached out through the bond that I’d created that morning and 
searched her heart—it was splitting further apart at its weakened 
seams. The Infernal disease that had been slowly devouring her was 
gone entirely, leaving a raw, ravaged soul with little in the way of sanity 
or strength to hold it together. 

She'd built a house without any foundation and opened the doors to 
an incomprehensible darkness. Where Raven was a mixture of 
vulnerability and strength backed by connections and love, Arriana had 
nothing beyond the scars of a Hell-gotten disease and a soul-crushing 


discovery to shatter her mind. Her empire, her people, her protection 
were all dead and gone. Her Hell-ridden house had burned to the 
ground, and the war that had seemed so promising was suddenly lost. 

She had been an orphan—same as Hart and I—but without a 
Mama Brink or a Sister Kay to watch over her soul. 

Demons have a way of making you believe that you have the upper 
hand when everything about them is a trap. The pain buried in my left 
arm is a constant reminder of this. Arriana’s deal with the Infernal court 
offered her power and protection and something far more devious. 
Reaching her through the witch Gisele, Baron Maltheus had controlled 
Arriana, a willing vessel with a shared hunger to brutally carve and 
control her own reality. 

Arriana had been blind to the wicked disease that slowly ate away 
her soul—the same black worm that had turned Mayor Waxman into 
the foulest cadaver. Waxman had dropped dead as an overdose of 
black fury streamed forth from a House of War and obliterated all that 
was left of him. 

This morning, | had been blind to the consequences of my actions. 
In destroying Maltheus’s curse, I'd removed the one thing protecting 
Arriana, the one thing still holding her together. The afflicted woman 
was suffering beyond words, as gravity and circumstance inevitably 
pulled her apart. At this point, a swift execution would be the merciful 
step. 

Why hadn't | killed her this morning? What had | intended? Was this 
some sort of torture? A punishment dreamt up by my other half to 
exact revenge of Hell-borne proportions upon the minions of 
Maltheus? It was sadistic in its genius, the deepest of black. 

As Ara Storm, | owned this. As a Vigil of the Order, | should know 
what to do, how to sort this and heal it. As Firefanged, my soul was 
eternally bound by a similar curse, Hell-bears and all. 

In a room full of my closest peers, | stood and wept. With my sight 
locked upon the damage that my soul had wrought upon Arriana and 
many others last night, my eyes leaked like the rain. Harlan Kitchens 
went quickly, without pain. The survivors of the Death Valley Massacre 
suffered on. As | woke up to my usual self, | realized the day’s reality 
would continue as a nightmare for many. 


“Ara is finally back,” Hart whispered. 

My tears had silenced everyone, including Arriana. Her reality 
fractured, her expectations doused, she collapsed to the floor. 
Arriana’s mind had taken the only route available when falling off a 
cliff, arriving at unconsciousness before hitting the ground. 

Gunner and | knelt over the woman, checking to make sure that she 
still breathed. 

| wiped my eyes with my back to the rest of the room, palmed the 
key from her pocket, and had Gunner summon Mott. 

Slipping the key to the townhouse into Mott’s pocket, | whispered, 
“You know where she lives. Please take her home, you and Gunner. 
She sleeps on the top floor. Don’t leave her alone, even for a moment. 
I'll come by later today.” 

As they carried the woman out, | shut the door behind them and 
admired the strong grain of its polished wood. 

Hart boldly fulfilled her duties as inquisitor. “Ara, what did you do to 
her?” 

| could feel the tears rolling down her cheeks. Tears, not blood; the 
battle was turning. 

There is something to be said for a confession. Hart dealt in the 
truest reality with her attempt at Keeping me grounded. | would answer 
any question she asked. 

“Hart, | destroyed her, utterly, down to her very soul, and left her 
breathing to suffer the consequences.” 

Rae and Yseria both gasped. 

Roger Small had been sitting quietly through the whole scene, 
hiding his embarrassment as he was forced to watch my personal 
horror unfold. 

| did my best to explain, “Lord Small, my apologies. The life of a 
Vigil is anything but simple. My decisions often seem insensible and 
inhumane at times. It is never my intention to destroy a soul, even that 
of a mortal enemy. To end this meeting, | think it best to reinforce the 
context of my night.” 

Dragging the heavy, leopard-spotted bundle across the floor, | 
unrolled an irregular, eight-foot square of raw leather. | had never 
skinned a horse, so | wasn’t sure if that was a good match for the 


demon’s size or its smell—OK, definitely not its burnt, sulfurous smell. 

“This is the skin from the Greol-hjag last night. The dark energy that 
the demon poured into the world around it seems to have preserved 
the hide.” 

Reaching under the skin for another trophy, | removed an 
intimidating four-foot-long black sword. Its metal shimmered, even in 
the dim light of the room and the name Chale echoed in my mind. It 
boasted a harsh metal grip, with a shallow fuller groove and short 
dagger pommel. The weapon had to weigh at least three times that of 
Raven’s Talon. 

My sentinels were all on their feet and eager to hold it. The swords 
felt familiar but entirely inert, so | handed over Chale and its twin, 
Ber’yl, for their inspection. 

Neither the judge nor his bailiff said a word as | silently pulled out 
the found sentinel axe. Not a trophy, | cradled it in my lap, admiring the 
dark ironwood handle and the Vigil symbols stamped into each blade. 
With it, my final point was made. 

“Judge, please sleep well tonight knowing that a dire threat to 
Maidenhall ended last night in Death Valley and that the Order of the 
Vigil has suffered for it. We must collect ourselves before we continue 
our mission and finish this war.” 

“Your support of Maidenhall and the demons you’ve faced will be 
relayed to the King.” Judge Small stood, ready to move forward with 
the rest of his already hectic day. “We will leave you to your recovery. 
One last thing, Ara, before we go. Who was the woman that fainted?” 

“She’s a fellow survivor. Her name, likely assigned long ago in an 
orphanage, is Sarpa. She goes by Arriana, but others call her boss.” 


Chapter 15 
The Cursed 


| had been lucky. My time as an orphan hadn't begun until | was 
seven years old, and good fortune dropped me in the lap of Sister Kay 
and Pastor Riley in Lockrun. Their keen attention to my education and 
the health of my soul made all the difference. By providing their small 
border city with all the Order protection | could muster, | wanted them 
to know that | hadn’t forgotten their kindness and devotion. 

Gisele had admitted to planting a demonic altar near Lockrun. The 
ensuing incursion had killed or maimed hundreds of townsfolk in the 
few days that passed before we could arrive to end it. Baron Maltheus 
had focused on the area around the small frontier city, but Gisele didn’t 
know why or she wouldn't say. 

My mind ran through all the possibilities, starting with the fact that it 
was once home to Firefanged, but | was short of ideas on the schemes 
of Hell. It could also have been a simple distraction for Boss Sarpa, 
noting that another incursion north of Berykholt had appeared to keep 
Vigil Snow’s attention focused away from Maidenhall. 

At the same time, Sarpa had used the Greol-hjag demons to build a 
small army of rippers. What Gisele and Sarpa hadn’t counted on was 
the emergence of Firefanged in the form of a Vigil on their doorstep. 
Maybe that was the reason why Snow had kept my ascension a secret 
to so many. Perhaps the perils of Murderhall were already on his mind 
when he found me. 

One thing was clear. Deals with the Infernal Domain were 
happening throughout the realms of our world. After securing 
Maidenhall, | aimed to reconnect with Vigil Thorn in the East and King 


Ylamil in Bastian in order to comprehend the demonic threats building 
at our borders. If the underworld boss of this city could call and control 
demons to their advantage, there had to be other powers making the 
same bad bets to gain political influence or military dominance over 
their rivals. 

Judge Small communicated with his cousin, the Lord General of the 
Army, and the King’s counselors on the larger threat and the evidence 
that we found, while our small company healed and focused on the 
curses at hand. 

Understanding my curse was a work in progress. One thing that had 
become clear, thanks to Hart, was my innate ability to quickly bond 
with someone through a simple touch, unconsciously pulling on their 
heart. The effect seemed mutual, leaving me more vulnerable, more 
connected, and more dependent on the other person’s survival and 
success, just as they needed me for support. 

It was the only explanation for why | hadn’t executed Arriana 
immediately after destroying Death Valley. She had gotten under my 
skin at our first encounter earlier that night, and I’d chalked it up to her 
perfume. Hart could see that connection, watching with concern how | 
would proceed with the soul-ravaged woman. 

And then there was Raven, my brilliant, brokenhearted second. Our 
connection was the surest and most constant experience of our lives, 
and | knew these difficult days were weighing heavily upon her. While 
my self-image always fought with the increasingly monstrous power 
that was my hidden half, my better half became increasingly frightened 
by the lapses of my being. Rae had found a kind of balance with the 
kjaira that had melded with her soul. It made her stronger and fiercer, 
and yet always herself, while my Infernal half was ascending rapidly, 
pushing further into my mind. | didn’t need Hart to say a word. The look 
on Raven’s face today was enough to convince me of the fact that | 
was heading toward the edge of an abyss. 

Hitt 

“Well, that makes two of us,” | said, sitting on the chair next to 
Arriana’s bed in the Garden of the King. 

I'd sent Mott and Gunner to the Lucky Star to have dinner and 
check in on Dara Brink. Raven and Hart were with the rest of the 


company back at Sturgess Hall. In a way, this was the most private of 
conversations, a breaking of sad news, the death of a loved one, and 
the end of one’s self as you knew it. 

Our conversation had begun in lament of her destruction. Through 
desperation, poor judgment, and an overeager witch, Arriana had 
allowed the diseased power of Baron Maltheus to grab control of her 
being. Burrowing into her heart, the demon lord had driven her 
ambition and power to ever greater heights while hiding her from the 
many enemies that an Overboss acquires. 

Arriana’s loss of balance at the intrusion mirrored my situation in 
many ways, and the final soul-rending result was eye-opening. The 
fact that I’d restored a balance to Maidenhall was of little consolation 
while staring my future in the face. 

One key difference between our conditions was the fact that my 
dark side was built for war and could destroy the Baron’s presence 
here with a sniff. It had done so the previous morning, right after I’d 
shredded her empire. A second, more important difference was that 
she now had that most golden of opportunities—a chance to make a 
real choice. 

“What are you going to do now?” she asked in a surprisingly defiant 
voice. 

The woman hadn't fully surrendered. There was hope. | liked it. 

“ve already done what was required. With the war reaching an 
end, the decision is now yours,” | replied, drawing Exile and setting it 
on the bed in front of me. 

“Not that exotic knife that you wear so proudly?” 

“Sorrow is for the truly evil or tainted. You’re no longer one of 
those.” 

“Then what am |?” she said. 

“As | said, the decision is yours. Do you change your name or keep 
it? Are you a Sarpa or a Storm?” 

“It's excruciating either way.” 

“You carry a heart full of affliction, one that may never heal in this 
life. Believe me when | say the first option is the merciful one. | would 
make it painless.” 

“And yet you chose the second option; you are Ara Storm. Do you 


think that | am any less?” 

| held out my damaged hand, patiently waiting until she took it in her 
own. At her touch, we both flinched, smiling at our trepidation, but we 
didn’t let go. In a moment, we’d reached an equilibrium, one of pain, 
determination, and hope, and a shared understanding that winning or 
losing, we would always struggle and always hurt. 

“This wrap will certainly make a fashion statement, and the 
bloodstains are a nice touch,” she offered, trying to lighten the mood 
before continuing with a note of concern. She spoke her first words in 
a new language, “Will it heal?” 

“Yes. Even now, the leather is drying up, withering as the last of the 
hag demon’s power soaks into my arm.” 

She spoke with care not menace, “There will be repercussions. 
What you did last night was not a small thing.” 

To think more fully about the consequences of the previous night, 
well, | didn’t have the nerve—yet. | was hoping for an ally to help me 
sort through it and make it right. 

“Did you think that | could do any less?” | tried to ignore her 
underlying fear of being so vulnerable and the choice she was 
struggling to make. “And we’re not done yet.” 

“What are we doing here, Ara Storm?” 

“We're building my House.” | stood up and helped her do the same. 

The woman seemed smaller than | remembered, but some of her 
strength had returned while her pride and fear had dwindled. 

My bond to her heart was almost complete in my mind. It was time. 

“Storm. Your name is now Storm,” | said. 

“Are we now wed?” she asked innocently, still holding my hand. 

She could feel the bond holding her together, but | had done my 
best to limit what she could perceive of me—no need to scare her to 
death. 

“In a manner of speaking, we were wed this morning with the mixing 
of our blood. We have a unique, permanent connection, though 
perhaps one best not recognized by this world. You are now of my 
House, as are the others in my company, and under my protection. 
You will act in the name of the Scarred Man as my second in the 
Garden of the King. You will help preserve the balance and maintain a 


vigil against any further intrusions of Hell.” 

Here, | paused, letting things sink in for her. Then | leaned forward 
and kissed her lightly on the forehead, distracting her from the many 
uncertainties that still lingered in the shadows and those that still spoke 
her old name. 

“What do | do now?” she asked, her heart beating faster than usual. 

“You choose your new name and get dressed in something 
comfortable; night in the Garden is upon us, and we still have work to 
do.” 

| waited downstairs, resting while she readied herself. 

When she finally came down, she was a new person, wearing a 
finely-tailored, sleeveless black dress and tall black boots. Her fine, 
dark hair was locked into a tight braid behind her head, a few long 
strands framing crystal blue eyes. She lacked the mind-altering 
perfume of days past. 

“Laila Storm, at your service,” she bowed. 

“Laila,” | said, reaching out for her. “No one in my House bows to 
me, especially not you.” 

We slipped out the front gate of the residence, midnight on a quiet 
street. It lacked the cold eyes of watchers. We wended our way into a 
busier section of the Garden, but the area seemed somewhat 
subdued. It was as if the locals lacked direction or were in shock at the 
week's events. 

Laila held my hand as we walked, anxious, furtive in her comments. 
She saw it too. 

“This is still your Garden,” | said. “Even if no one recognizes you 
now, you know this place better than anyone in Maidenhall. You know 
how it runs. You know who calls the shots.” 

“I’m still adjusting to the new me.” 

“You spent years being ridden by an insidious, dark power. It drove 
you and protected you. Now the power inside you is your own, and the 
dark power is walking beside you, still protecting you.” 

Having stuck to the well-trafficked streets, we’d picked up a shadow 
on the last block. My mind raced back to the thought of crossbows and 
cold-killers. The Garden was still the Garden, and not all of the local 
Coven had perished in the Death Valley Massacre last night. Other 


underbosses still existed in the city and would be looking to stake their 
claim on any power vacuum that was left too long unfilled. 

Laila noted the change in my posture. “What is it?” 

“Repercussions, maybe. More likely, only a scout or a watcher. 
Let’s keep walking. We’re not far from our first stop.” 

Entering the Lucky Star Inn, | spied Mott Duncan and Gunner Trew 
relaxing on the far side of the room. Mott’s bald head reflected the 
central fireplace, and Gunner's imposing physical presence drew the 
eyes of several female diners. 

The place was crowded. A few whispers followed us as | led Laila 
across the room. She was striking, dressed to perfection and turning 
heads all by herself, which allowed me to search out any threats 
hidden among the patrons. 

There were two Coven hands, ring-holders, sitting a few tables back 
from Mott and Gunner. Their cool heads were down, pretending to 
focus on their ale. It would be a good test. 

“How did it go with the woman?” Mott couldn’t hide the concern 
running rampant across his tired face. 

| replied somberly, “She’s gone for good.” 

“A shame,” he said, looking down. 

“Not at all. May we join you? We haven’t eaten in a while.” | gently 
tugged Laila forward to stand beside me. 

Mott and Gunner both jumped to their feet. 

“Gentlemen,” | smiled. “I would like to introduce a new member of 
House Storm. This is Laila Storm, my second in the Garden of the 
King. She will manage our presence and possessions here, acting as a 
permanent liaison to the Garden and the unsanctioned rulers of 
Maidenhall.” 

Unable to remove his eyes from Laila’s demure smile, Gunner was 
the first to recover from the surprise. 

“Well met, ma’am. I’m Gunner, and this is Mott.” 

“These men are both sentinels of Company Storm and can be 
trusted fully,” | added. 

We sat and ordered food while | waited for the next shoe to drop. | 
didn’t realize how big a boot it would be as Dara Brink approached our 
table. | could sense her resolve as she billowed her way through the 


dining room. 

“Vigil, we have plenty to discuss. I’m not running an orphanage 
here, and I’ve already had sixty children, newly orphaned, paraded 
past my door today. What do we do for them?” 

Sixty newly orphaned children. | couldn’t fix that. The path of ‘no 
regrets’ suddenly disintegrated beneath my feet. 

Laila put her hand on mine and echoed her earlier words to me, 
“Ara, it wasn’t a small thing, and it won’t be a small thing to fix. But we 
must do it.” 

We, not I. 

We knew all about being orphans—the good and the bad. It was 
never going to be a small thing, and she was right. We had to do it. 

“Dara, | assume you are fully aware of the reason for this influx of 
unclaimed children.” | spoke loudly, getting a nod from Dara and 
several from interested tables around us. “The Scarred Man, having 
laid claim to the Garden, will do what he can to help. Laila Storm, my 
second here, will be on hand permanently to provide the planning and 
funds needed, given the community’s cooperation. Does that seem 
fair?” 

“It does,” said Dara. 

“Please allow us tonight to work through some loose ends. Let’s 
meet mid-afternoon tomorrow at Magnum Hall with those of the 
community willing to help. We'll need carpenters, plumbers, and care- 
givers, and whatever else comes to mind.” 

Mama Brink nodded and walked off with a sigh, her anxiety muted 
by hope. The tables around us went back to their meals. Let them 
chew on that. 

| whispered to Laila, “Do you know them? Two tables over?” 

Without looking, she responded, “They’re part of Hallan’s crew. 
Underboss of the Warehouse District. I’m not sure if Hallan or his 
second survives.” 

“Well, let us find out,” | said, standing up. “Gunner, Mott, please wait 
here. We’ve got a mission for tonight and more planning due before 
morning.” 

After circling slowly around to the pair of lurking Coven agents, | 
decided on a more direct route in making my point. 


“Gentlemen, what brings you to our neighborhood? Looking for 
work now that Hallan’s dead?” 

Laila stood beside me, fairly shocked at my presumption. 

| continued, “Let’s not pretend that you don’t know who | am or that 
my second here isn’t worth another look,” | paused, chuckling. “You 
know who she is, but that’s not my point. Simply put, exactly one 
person left Death Valley alive last night, and he’s interested in knowing 
your intentions.” 

To further emphasize my point, | reached into my small pack and 
pulled out a handful of Coven rings. | dropped them in a pile on the 
table. Conversations in our half of the room began to wane. 

Laila made the final offer, “Take off your rings, and you may leave 
or join us. Just this once, | offer you your freedom.” 

The word ‘freedom’ seemed to shatter a spell upon them. The pair’s 
cold, calculating demeanor evaporated in an instant, replaced by their 
focused attention. 

“What?” said the older of the two. 

“You heard the lady. The offer stands for you or any other Coven 
that you know. Your ring is your ticket out.” 

| felt his disbelief. 

“Still not convinced?” | said, reaching into my pack of many things. | 
pulled out more rings and a pair of silver daggers and dropped them 
on the pile. 

“Would you rather be watching over your shoulders for the owner of 
these?” | said. “There are rare times in a person’s life when you have a 
chance to choose a new path.” 

“Feth Declan,” said the older man, almost as a command to the 
younger thug sitting at his side. Both men removed their rings and 
placed them on the pile. 

“Where can we find Hallan’s second?” said Laila. “We’ll be glad to 
pay Declan a visit tonight.” 

Hitt 

Gunner and Mott trailed us as we left the Lucky Star. Laila had 
readily agreed on our next stop, only tweaking it slightly. 

“Durk uses the Rusty Mast as a decoy. He frequents the Octopus, a 
tavern located across the street from it and a place with a better 


backdoor.” 

“Laila, if | didn’t know you better, | would think you were an evil 
crime-lord or something. How did you know how to handle those two 
hands back at the Lucky Star?” 

“The Coven was a curse. Nothing is more frightening, more 
disturbing than to be trapped in a situation without any hope or chance 
of escape. Their desperation was exquisite; the rings were a perfect 
handle for my control of everyone.” 

“When you explain it that way, | can’t help but be completely 
terrified of you,” | said. 

She looped her arm through mine as we strolled along into the 
night. 


Chapter 16 
The Claimed 


The darkest hours before dawn covered our return to the 
townhouse near Magnum Hall. One cursed dagger and several more 
rings weighed down my pack. Gunner hefted a masterwork crossbow, 
a parting gift from a former Coven assassin. The cold killer was free to 
walk a different path. | hoped for the sake of us both that he never 
again crossed mine. 

Declan Minkis, the Warehouse District's second, had proven a 
slightly tougher nut to crack, but nothing that Laila couldn’t break with 
some silent help from me. 

Laila had used the rings—her ability to coerce and control the 
wearers. Not all of the thugs hanging out in the Golden Tap’s 
backroom wore them, including the assumed new boss. The fact that | 
pulled hard on Declan’s fear while pushing confusion into him and his 
henchmen smoothed the way for success. All the Coven rings were 
collected, and offers were made by Laila for future collaboration. The 
one silent skeptic ended his night in two pieces, both critical to the life 
of a human being. Leave no enemy behind you, especially a 
daggerman. 

“When is the last time that you’ve slept?” said Mott as we all 
watched Laila drag herself upstairs to bed. 

Sleep had been an afterthought for almost three days, and | was 
sure Mott’s haggard face mirrored my own. 

“I’m guessing at least two days, same as you,” | replied. “Why don’t 
you and Gunner stay here and rest. There are plenty of rooms on the 
second floor. I’d feel better if you were around to protect Laila—but 


before | go, please hand over your Coven rings. | just figured out how 
truly dangerous they are.” 
HH 

| struggled up to the Southmarch gate in the early dawn light, plenty 
satisfied with the night's accomplishments, yet burdened by the 
daunting tasks that remained on my list. Some items were unpleasant 
due to the risk or pain they would cause; others irked me merely for 
lack of Knowing how to sort them. 

A friendly voice called out from above me, “What sort of night was 
it?” The familiar face of Captain Price peered down from the office 
window above the gateyard. “You look like you could use a nightcap, 
friend. Why don’t you come on up?” 

We spent the first hour of my visit discussing one of my larger 
problems, okay, maybe all of them, and the captain seemed eager to 
assist where he could. He gave me the final tally on bodies collected 
from Death Valley, and | felt confident that we should be expecting a 
lot more than sixty orphans. Price promised to attend to the gathering 
in the Garden when his shift ended. 

| woke up on the cot in Price’s office. The captain was sitting at his 
desk, gazing out the window. It was late morning by my best estimate, 
and | had about three hours of drool coating my chin. 

“You’re back with us, Ara. How was the nap?” 

| wiped my chin. “I feel much better. Thank you. Umm, where were 
we?” 

“You were lamenting a misunderstanding with your second, the 
elven Princess.” 

“Did your fiancé ever look at you like you were less than human? Or 
like you had made a mistake by surviving the ordeal?” 

Clarion Price opened his eyes wide and turned in my direction, 
giving me a pain-filled nod. 

“How did you deal with that, Captain?” 

“| didn’t. | didn’t have the words, nor was | fit at the time to stomach 
Bella’s disdain. I’m not sure if | ever will.” 

“My inquisitor thinks that you’re handsome. She thinks you will heal 
once you realize that not everyone looks at you that way, and it’s your 
connections to others, non-judgmental others, that will pull you 


through.” 

“Isn’t your inquisitor blind?” he retorted with a smile. 

“Not in any way that counts, and she can spot my pity a mile away. 
She'll have none of it. My connection to her keeps me sane, though | 
still dip my toe into the pond of shame far too often.” 

“So, what are you going to do with your betrothed?” 

| answered in a determined tone, “The only thing that | can do, 
same as you. My duty comes first.” 

“You do realize how well that turned out for me?” His heavy cloak 
still perched upon his shoulders. 

| noted the predicament before me, “Is this cot frequently 
available?” 

HHH 

An hour later, | walked into Sturgess Manor and up to my rooms. A 
bath and a change of clothes were in order before anything else. 

Yseria offered a big smile in greeting from her place on a 
comfortable couch. “Look what the cat dragged in. Big night? | didn’t 
miss out on any fun, did 1?” 

“I see that you're feeling better. What does the doctor say?” 

“He said once | can walk around without feeling like | want to puke, | 
can resume my duties. I’m not quite there yet.” 

Her forehead was healing, but the scar would always be evident. | 
couldn’t decide if it made her look more exotic or if that was even 
possible. 

She pouted at the attention | was giving her forehead. “What? You 
don’t like it?” 

“It's a scar. | consider it a beauty mark.” 

She stood up and did something she had never done before. 
Moving carefully, she hugged me. 

Stunned by the warmth that the small embrace provided, | hugged 
her back. It had been a challenging, cold night, but | couldn’t complain 
about the results. 

“You’re here. Don’t leave us,” Yser whispered, eyes brimming with 
tears. 

“Who said | was leaving?” 

“Your face when you walked out of here last night. Things weren’t 


right with anyone, and you left. | could feel it.” 

| backed away, holding out my hand. “Could | see your necklace, 
please.” 

Yseria slowly removed the dark leather loop from her neck and 
placed it in my hand, uncertainty in her eyes. 

Unknotting the necklace, | removed the small Coven ring. “Turn 
around, please.” | carefully retied the length of leather around Yseria’s 
neck and felt better for removing the witchery at her throat. “Now, you 
will never be able to leave me, no matter how horrible | might get to 
feeling. Would you do me a favor and remove this wrap from my arm, 
so | can take a bath.” 

“Just the wrap? Nothing more?” she laughed. 

At that moment, Raven walked into the room with Hart and Sevin. 
They all looked stressed and tired. 

This morning’s conversation with Clarion Price echoed in my 
memory as | searched for something to say, but seeing Rae’s face, 
feeling her fear, | had nothing. 

Hart wore a puzzled look. “Ara, how was your night?” 

Raven cut in before | could answer Hart, “What happened to Arriana 
Sarpa?” 

| gave everyone a new truth, “She no longer exists.” 

Hart gasped and grasped at Sevin’s arm. 

“Here we go again,” said Yser. 

| moved, allowing Yser to work on my arm while | faced the others. 
Raven's eyes never left mine. 

“Sevin, please collect the Coven rings from everyone in the 
company and bring them to me,” | said, pouring out a pile of several 
dozen silver-skulled rings onto the table. | didn’t need to see the 
others’ faces at that moment to feel their reaction. At least Sevin was 
impressed before he left. 

“Hart, my night was challenging with business hot and cold. It was 
certainly draining, but perhaps my best night yet in Maidenhall.” 

A psychotic murderer couldn't have said it any better. 

Raven certainly agreed with my assessment, saying “How many did 
you kill?” 

Yser gasped at that and let go of my arm. She stood up, maybe a 


bit too quickly, swaying as she did, and stepped in front of me. She 
seethed at my betrothed. “You take that back, Raven Ylamil. What in 
the seven hells is wrong with you?” 

At this point, Andarion burst into the room as if called. He came to a 
halt beside Rae. “Ho, Ara. How was your night?” 

“We were just discussing that, but your cousin would rather talk 
about how many people I’ve killed. Does she feel like she’s missing out 
on all the blood? I’ve got plenty here on my hands if she wants it.” 

Yseria gasped again, turning to face me. “Ara Storm, you take that 
back!” 

“She’s right, Ara,” said Hart, signaling my fall into self-pity and 
regret. 

Feth that. 

“| take it back,” | said to Yseria. | turned to Andy, “Il had a 
challenging night but also much success.” 

Finally, | looked at Raven, “I only killed one person last night. Ask 
Mott if you don’t believe me.” 

It was one thing to perceive me as a monster; you wouldn't be half 
wrong there, but | had never blatantly lied to Raven or any of my 
company for that matter. 

“Speak of the devil, here’s Mott now,” | said. 

Mott walked in, lugging a trophy crossbow. “Where should | put this 
ungodly weapon?” 

| pointed at the floor in the corner. “Mott, where’s Gunner?” 

“Keeping an eye on Magnum Hall,” he replied, suddenly aware of 
the standoff. 

“Perfect. Thank you for dropping that off, but before you go, Raven 
has an important question for you. Raven?” 

At this point, Raven choked up completely, unable to speak. 

“Mott,” said Andarion. “Raven was wondering how many people Ara 
killed last night. There is still some concern about the state of his well- 
being.” 

That was one way of putting it. 

Mott fumed, “How could she ask such a thing? Did Raven think that 
you would lie about it or forget? He killed one person last night and, in 
doing so, prevented a knife in his back.” 


Raven stared at the pile of silver rings, but Mott was having none of 


“Ara, how many demons did you kill that night in the Everest 
foothills when you rescued her?” he said. 

“Five. Sentinels Jacka and Havens each got one, and Raven killed 
the last before it could escape.” 

“And in that hell-cave outside Bastian?” Yseria asked. 

“There, | had the help of Lorna and her bodyguards. We killed four 
wolves, five spiders, a crab-demon, ten lizard-men, and two hell- 
knights.” 

“And in Death Valley, the night before last, how many did you kill, 
Ara?” said Hart. 

“Five hundred and twenty-six. Thirty-one demons, ranging from 
rippers to Hell-knights, plus another four hundred and _ ninety-five 
citizens of Maidenhall.” 

Yseria took a seat. Mott froze in place, his eyes glued to Andarion. 

I'd had such a good night. What the feth just happened? 

The truth had arrived on the way home. It emerged from hiding in 
my mind and handed me the bill. I'd unleashed the rippers in Death 
Valley, resulting in the murder of hundreds before | called them back. It 
was a brutal move that won the battle and the war, eliminating the vast 
bulk of the Coven and their minions, both demon and human. Clarion 
Price had given me the final numbers this morning, not aware that | 
was the sole reason for them. We had plans this afternoon. 

| began to explain, “During the melee with the Hell-knights and the 
Greol-hjag, | killed the wrong demon first and unleashed the remaining 
rippers on the Coven minions scattered about the area. | didn’t call 
them back until much later. | even sent one Hell-knight out to direct 
their rampage and make sure that nothing escaped the Valley. In the 
end, | destroyed all of the Hellions too. | have no regrets.” 

The apocalyptic visions from the Greol-hjag raced anew across my 
being as the laughter of Baron Maltheus echoed in my mind. 

No regrets, not a one. I'd walk that field again if Maltheus ever 
managed to poke his head through the Veil. Feth him. 

Hart fell to her knees and vomited on the floor. 

“No regrets? How could you say that? How many trophies are 


enough?” Raven shrieked, finding her voice and her lash. 

Sevin ran in and dropped our remaining rings onto the pile as if 
making Rae’s point. Almost as important as context, timing. | scooped 
the entire stack of silver skulls back into my bag as Sevin and Yseria 
tended to Hart. 

“Rae, | am at a complete loss as to what | could say or do right now 
to make things right with you. Hart, thank you for your insight. Yser, 
rest and get well. Mott, we have a meeting mid-afternoon. Bring your 
friends.” 

| went looking for the Kingsmen’s blacksmith. 

Jared Leeves ran a masterful forge. | explained what | needed, and 
his apprentices readied a vat for the silver. They dropped in all of the 
rings, plus my two daggers. | had to assume that they were all cursed 
items in need of melting down, and | pulled off the final remains of my 
arm’s rawhide wrap, tossing it into the pot for good luck. 

| left it to Leeves and headed into Sturgess Courthouse Manor to 
see the judge. 

“You look like you need a good punch. Rough night?” said Keil 
Martell. 

“A good night but a rough morning, in many ways. | found Harlan 
Kitchens,” | said, pulling out the elusive dark dagger. 

| needed to tell someone. I'd wanted to share that success with 
Raven, but we’d never gotten near it, and | still didn’t know what to do 
with the horrific blade. 

Keil took a step back. “If you’re here to see the judge, he’ll be down 
for lunch in a minute.” 

| put the vile weapon away. “Sorry about that. The truth is | probably 
need more than a punch at this point, so please save it for later.” 

After a few more minutes, Keil and | were seated across from Judge 
Small and Bailiff Bregman. With the Coven decimated, the pressure 
had been lifted from their shoulders, and it showed. | was envious of 
their clarity and calm demeanor as | dove right into my long list of 
topics and concerns. 

“Judge, first, | want to inform you that my war with the Coven is now 
officially over. As of last night, Boss Sarpa no longer exists, and | am 
currently melting down every Coven ring that | can find. | intend to end 


any further intrusions by Infernal entities and build a_ stronger 
connection with the communities that have suffered from the Coven’s 
long reign of terror. 

“| was informed this morning of the official body count in Death 
Valley, while last night | was told of dozens of newly found orphans in 
the Lower Districts. | take personal responsibility for the surviving 
children of those killed in the Death Valley Massacre. | will be working 
with the community around the Garden of the King to build and fund an 
orphanage. | was an orphan myself for many years before the Vigil 
found me. We are starting the planning and construction later today. 
I’m donating Magnum Hall and the funds needed to get it refit for 
habitation. 

“Moving on, | have in my possession the soul-knife that took Harlan 
Kitchens. | will be visiting the Witches tomorrow to find out how to free 
his soul from such a hideous device. 

“And finally, having risked my heart and soul in this city, | find that 
I’m disinclined to leave it. | would like to work out some arrangement 
where my company is given permanent use of Sturgess Hall as a base 
of operations if that’s possible and agreeable to you, of course.” 

A good report for once, it was appreciated by all present. | was glad 
that Keil was on hand to soak it up. He could share it with the rest 
later. 

“Ara, | can see that you’ve suffered and still do,” the judge replied. 
“Your news of the Coven war ending is worth more than anything that 
we could give you. | will put forth a decree that gives you and your 
company a permanent claim to Sturgess Hall and a full Vigil 
sponsorship for as long as you live. We will also petition the King for 
recurring support of the new orphanage once it’s up and running.” 

“Perhaps Arch Mickens and some other Kingsmen can join us mid- 
afternoon today, at Magnum Hall. We'll be discussing the project with 
the local community leaders, and | have appointed a second to 
oversee the effort on my behalf.” 

My appetite was a wreck. That kept the rest of the meeting and 
meal short. | was glad to leave on good footing with the judge and 
bailiff. They avoided the most sensitive topics and the questions that 
still haunted me. 


“Another second?” Keil asked as we left the dining room. “Does 
Raven know?” 
“About that punch,” | smiled weakly. 


Chapter 17 
The Unbroken 


Even the most difficult of days can be redeemed. | turned my focus 
outward, knowing that there was a huge task ahead of us and thankful 
that we had the resources to pull it off. Of that, | was sure. 

| ducked in at the shop of the best tailor in the Lower Districts, as 
described by Mister Layne, the master tailor himself. His apparel was 
more in line with what | would call night work with extra layers of 
leather and concealed armor for durability and personal protection. 
Dyed hides of brown, black, and dark gray covered his back wall, and 
he had plenty of pre-cut sizes ready to go. 

| found a pair of black pants and a fitted shirt of rough cotton to go 
under a functional dark-brown leather vest. The vest had leather 
layered over a mesh of finely crafted steel and would work well with 
the bulky vambrace that protected my left forearm. | also found a black 
leather jacket of similar quality in a smaller size. 

Hitt 

| let myself into the Magnum Hall townhouse. The smell of recent 
cooking woke my finicky stomach as | walked into the kitchen. 

“Anything left for me,” | asked Gunner and Laila as they sat ata 
small breakfast table. 

“You're early,” Laila replied, noticing the bundles tucked beneath my 
arms. “Do you come bearing gifts?” 

“Well, first, | must deliver a message to Gunner from Mott 
concerning a certain crossbow, but it would be best not to repeat it in 
front of a lady,” | chuckled. 

Gunner smiled. “We flipped for it, and he lost. | got a great lunch out 


of the deal.” 

“In that case, | do come bearing gifts.” | handed Laila one package. 

She unwrapped the bundle to find the finely crafted, black leather 
riding coat, reinforced with a hidden wire mesh lining, which | was 
promised was a prevalent option in the Garden of the King. A Vigil 
Storm pin glinted from the jacket’s lapel. 

| explained, “I like your dresses, but | think you’d look even better 
with an added layer of protection. My insignia here will give you 
standing with the Order of the Vigil, the Kingsmen, and the Guard.” 

“Thank you for this, Ara. It matches my boots perfectly. And the 
other package?” 

“I still have some battles to fight with my company’s second, my 
betrothed, and didn’t feel like returning to get a change of clothes after 
yet another skirmish this morning.” 

Gunner choked down a laugh at that. 

“Aren't you a little young and preoccupied to be betrothed to 
anyone?” said Laila. 

“Don’t | know it. We've yet to find the right balance, but Rae’s worth 
the fight.” 

Gunner cut right to the heart of the matter, “Did you mention Laila to 
anyone in the company? She’s the second of the Scarred Man, and if | 
have my local dialect down, that’s you.” 

“After being dissected this morning, | took the cowardly way out. | 
told Keil Martell about my new second and a bunch of other news right 
before running for the Garden.” 

“There’s a smart move,” he laughed. “Will we see the rest of the 
crew this afternoon?” 

“Now that I’m here, why don’t you head back and check for me. If 
you see Hart, please pass on my deepest apology for this morning.” 

“What did you do to Hart?” he said with budding concern. 

“Nothing. Hart saw something that she shouldn't have, and | left 
before checking to make sure she was alright. It wasn’t my best 
moment.” 

With that, | let Gunner out the front gate. 

“Hart?” Laila asked as I'd returned to the chair at her side. 

“Hart Storm is my inquisitor and your sister by law. She’s physically 


blind but can see what others can’t—what nobody should see—and is 
crucial to my sanity and helping others understand my experiences.” 

“How big is the Storm family?” 

“Legally, only the three of us, but my Vigil company is my extended 
family or my House, and | tend to include anyone with whom | have a 
strong connection.” 

“And our connection, why do | feel there’s something more to it than 
you keeping me afloat while | heal?” 

“You're amazingly perceptive. Does anything slip past you?” 

“You're dodging my question.” 

“See, there you go again,” | laughed. “Okay, okay. The connection 
that we have is significant in that it allows me to perceive you clearly, 
your mind, emotions, and health. It's permanent. With Raven, my 
betrothed, we’re connected through a subtle shamanic device.” 

| showed off the silver talisman that had become a part of my daily 
existence. “If | remove this, the connection is broken.” 

“Did you wear that when you laid waste to Death Valley?” 

“Hell no.” 

There was nothing more | would say about that, but Laila nodded in 
understanding, and | felt a twinge of sadness roll through her. 

“So, the inquisitor in your company, my sister, gets to see that night, 
but not your betrothed,” she said. 

| blinked at her insight, my stomach doing a backflip at the remark. 
Feth me. 

Laila’s warm hand settled on mine as her thoughts and her concern 
for me penetrated my mind. 

Don’t. Just don’t; she spoke in my head. Her experiences justified 
the comment, and | took heed. 

“Ara, if we’re so connected, why can’t | better perceive you?” 

| smiled, “I didn’t say you couldn't. | just haven’t allowed it. Yet. 

“Yet,” she echoed. 

| nodded. 

“Why not?” she asked. 

“It could be fatal for both of us.” 

“Oh.” 

“But don’t feel left out, Laila Storm. You have the rare privilege of 


” 


always hearing the truth in my words. How long has it been since 
you've been around a man that couldn't lie to you?” 

“Never,” she scoffed. 

“Well, it’s time to get used to it,” | said. “Now, let’s get ready for an 
interesting afternoon.” 

“Wait a second,” she said, grabbing my arm. “Why are you here 
with me and not with the rest of your House?” 

“| could say it was for your health, and that would be true. | plan on 
seeing you every day, cultivating our connection and bolstering your 
healing heart, but that’s only half of it. It’s selfish, | Know, but | need to 
be around you too, around someone that doesn’t judge me or look at 
me like I’m less than human. We have so much in common with our 
Hell-bent experiences and sundered souls, and yet, while we’ve both 
done some uncommonly horrible things, we can sit here and talk and 
eat and not worry about missteps or feeling the pressure of the next 
minute turning black.” 

She smiled. “You think I’m hot, don’t you?” 

| turned deep red. “I think | may have been a bit too rash with my 
promise of complete honesty.” 

“Just answer the question,” she prodded. 

“Yes, and even more so if | was ten years older.” 

Laila beamed. “You are too kind. An extra fifteen years would be 
more fitting.” 

“Well, ’m always grappling above my weight class,” | wondered if 
that was the right analogy to use with Laila. “Now, no more questions 
for today. We have company on the way.” 

We spent the next hour on the third floor getting bathed and 
dressed, all the while discussing the possibilities for building an 
orphanage in and around Magnum Hall. Our plans quickly morphed to 
include a school and a park for exercise. It would mean buying up a 
few surrounding properties, but | thought we could easily afford it using 
the Market fight night winnings alone. 

Laila was stunning in a sleeveless, créme-colored dress made of 
raw silk under her new leather riding jacket. Matched with her tall, 
laced black boots, she was a knockout. We wouldn’t have to worry 
about her getting the attention of the crowd. 


As mid-afternoon arrived, we opened the front door of Magnum Hall 
into a maelstrom of concerned faces led by Dara Brink. | also noticed 
Arch Mickens and Captain Clarion Price, each leading a small 
detachment of men. 

After introducing Laila Storm to those present, | gave a quick 
overview of our plan. It was rough, vague, and left plenty to the 
imagination of those present. 

Laila took it from there. She began organizing the crowd and 
conversations into smaller groups. She had a knack for grabbing folks’ 
attention and pointing them in whatever direction she wanted. 

Looking for an initial roll-up of work and costs, | turned the plumbers 
and carpenters loose inside the Hall, letting them scope the work to 
add a second floor plus dormitories and facilities. At the same time, 
Laila rounded up commitments for volunteers and workers and began 
the process of tracking down owners of the neighboring lots. 

Mama Brink was put in charge of rounding up foster homes for the 
kids while the new campus was being constructed. Captain Price 
committed the Army’s carpenters to help reframe the building and 
construct a hundred new beds. Arch Mickens handed me a note from 
Judge Small and offered advice on the need for security and a wall 
around the whole place to limit unwanted access. The Kingsmen would 
happily staff the various entrances day and night, noting the proximity 
to some of the livelier venues in the Garden of the King. 

The judge’s note was promissory to funds exceeding that of my 
marker from the Market boss. It covered standard Vigil bonuses for all 
of our Maidenhall demon kills and a finders’ fee for Camille. It seems 
the King was more than thrilled at the heirloom’s return to the Royal 
fold. 

A familiar face appeared in the crowd, and | pounced, sensing an 
opportunity. “Gideon Weeks, what brings you here?” 

The former business manager of Otison Gambol didn’t look 
surprised to see me. “I was invited, it seems, by an unknown hand.” 

“| feel that we have business to discuss today, especially 
concerning a certain unpaid note and the properties surrounding this 
one.” 

| handed Gideon the marker from the domain of the Market boss 


and told him to go to work, turning it into gold marks or real estate, with 
one special request. | permitted him to mention the Scarred Man in his 
negotiations and handed him a key to the Magnum Hall vaults for 
storing the marks, keys, and deeds. Laila could be found at the 
townhouse most days if he needed any guidance or a place to collect 
on any commissions. 

From the corner of my eye, | saw Captain Price talking with a 
familiar pair, my mood jumping at the sight of Hicks and Gunner. The 
absence of my company had been gnawing on me all afternoon. 

The captain’s friendly attitude was welcoming. “Ara, Hicks here has 
been spinning a yarn of walking the Everest Mountains with you and 
even visiting the dark elves in the City-State of Bastian. Would you like 
to confirm or deny such fancy tales?” 

Even though the trip had only been a few months ago, | replied with 
a tone of nostalgia, “Well, | can confirm that Gunner was more often 
the goat on that most epic of adventures. Wolves, elves, demons, and 
a feth ton of hard hiking. My feet and my ribs hurt just thinking about 
it.” 

| caught sight of Mott and Andarion keeping watch together on the 
far edge of the gathering and occasionally glancing our way. The 
positive emotions of the crowd swirling around us might have left me 
wondering at their concerned looks, but | knew them well enough to 
guess. 

“Hicks, Captain Price, | have someone special for you to meet. 
Gunner, please check on Mott and Andy, let them know that | am also 
concerned for their prodigy and doing my best to atone.” 

Wending our way through the crowd, heading for Laila, | walked 
straight into the path of Raven, who, it seems, was looking for me. | 
thought it odd that | hadn’t noticed more anger or ice in the area, but 
quickly forgot it all as she froze in my surprised gaze. This morning’s 
exchange hammered at my mind and locked it up. Where was Lynda 
Snow when | needed her skills of negotiation? 

Noting our awkward silence, Captain Price stepped in on my right, 
“Lady Ylamil, so nice to see you again. Such great work your man is 
doing here.” 

Major Price from now on, | thought. 


A sadness burst across Raven's face as a new realization surfaced. 

| wasn’t a monster. | was a man, a young man almost broken by the 
onslaught of my duty, and doing my best to face the consequences of 
my actions. 

A warm arm suddenly appeared, looping through mine and clasping 
my hand. Oh, Feth. 

“| was just thinking the same thing, Captain, is it?” Laila Storm, my 
long lost sister, leaned against me in a familiar manner. She was 
entitled, but as | mentioned earlier, timing is everything. 

Laila eyes were glued to Raven’s face, reading the mixed 
emotions that reigned there: sadness and anger with a spark of 
jealousy. Laila’s mind carried her own blend of delight at my sudden 
predicament layered on top of a real regret for the trouble she’d 
caused me. The damage to my connections and soul were apparent to 
all. 

| gulped and looked down at the warm hand | was holding. Taking it 
gently in my right hand, | guided Laila across, putting her next to the 
captain. As she passed in front of me, | whispered something in her 
ear that made her smile and blush furiously at the same time. 

“Captain Clarion Price of the Royal Curtain Guard, | would like to 
introduce you to Laila Storm, second to the Scarred Man in the Garden 
of the King and the host for this community planning event. Laila 
Storm, please also allow me to introduce you to my better half and 
betrothed, my second in the Company of Vigil Storm, Raven Ylamil.” 

As | said this last, | released Laila’s hand and stepped across the 
gap, placing myself on Raven’s right. Rae’s hand found mine, and | 
relaxed with her familiar touch. 

Laila spoke with full sincerity, “Il can see that she cares deeply about 
you, Ara, and find myself in her debt for the unimaginable gift that she 
has allowed me to have.” 

| briefly opened my link to Laila while focusing on an image of 
Captain Price, one without a scar across his face. 

She glanced back at me with a subtle wink. She grabbed Price’s 
hand and tugged him off into the crowd, saying “Captain, you wear 
such a heroic scar. Please tell me how you got it.” 

Raven managed to say, “Well, that was—” 


My mouth found hers. 

Three minutes later, we unlocked our lips, the crowd around us a 
heady mix of aroused and uncomfortable. We were definitely in the 
first category, so we tucked ourselves in and took a breath. 

“I’m glad you're here,” | said, finally able to speak to Rae in short 
but coherent sentences. 

She touched my face. “Ara, I’m sorry for everything. Hart and Keil 
shared some things today.” 

She kissed me again before pulling me toward the far side of the 
gathering. Her tone changed into the voice of my second, “Someone 
else needs to see you.” 

Catching sight of Sevin first, | started to lead the way through the 
crowd in haste. Hart was there by his side, looking none the worse for 
wear, waiting in anticipation. 

| slowed to a silent walk as | cleared the edge of the gathering. 
Stopping one stride short, | held out my hand in front of Hart, not 
saying a word. She smiled and reached out, touching mine, palm to 
palm. 

“Brave,” | said to her. 

“Brave,” she nodded back. 


Chapter 18 
The Unclaimed 


As the community meeting finally dissolved with the setting of the 
sun, an urgent Storm Company meeting was to be held back at 
Sturgess Hall. During the Garden gathering, Laila had met my entire 
crew, except for Yseria and Keil, who’d remained in the Royal District 
with my recuperating bodyguard. 

Hart could see what I’d done with Laila, the connection burning 
brightly in her mind. She was content with my decision but asked that 
we speak further about it in private. We would do so on our way to see 
the Witches Divine in the morning. Hart had confirmed a soul’s 
presence in the wicked dagger but didn’t know what we could do about 
it. 

After an earlier chat with Hart, Raven took the news of Laila’s 
existence with aplomb and even approval. Laila seemed to reinforce a 
better impression about the real Ara Storm. That was the main reason 
for this meeting—getting the truth out in the open and letting everyone 
voice their concerns. 

We'd all settled into the Sturgess Hall dining room, and | presented 
again, Laila Storm, my mysterious new sister and second in the Lower 
Districts. “Everyone, | want to thank you for your support today and 
every day. Laila Storm is the newest member of my family, no longer 
unclaimed, and as Hart is my sister by Vigil decree, so is Laila. If any 
of you think that you’re getting off easy, don’t forget that my company 
is my House, and you will always be a part of it. It's your job to protect 
my family and me just as it is ours to protect you. 

“Keil may have mentioned this already, but we’re now officially 


sponsored by the King and the Judge of Maidenhall. As such, we'll be 
maintaining our presence in the Capital. That’s not to say we won't go 
where we’re needed, but our base will be here, and the Sturgess Hall 
Manor house is ours to use and defend as long as we need it. 
Bonuses will be paid to all, and if anyone needs anything, just ask. We 
can afford it. 

“Laila will be living at the Magnum Hall townhouse in the Garden of 
the King. She has strong ties with the community and will oversee the 
construction of a new orphanage and school for the children left alone 
after the Death Valley Massacre.” 

This last reference darkened the brows of many present. Their grim 
reaction was felt many times over in my mind. Such is a confession, is 
it not? 

| began, “The events of that night,” and paused to take a slow, even 
breath, fighting to keep certain visions locked within the prison of my 
mind. “The reasons behind them were driven solely by Hell’s minions, 
entities far beyond anything the Order of the Vigil has faced in this city. 
By now, you've likely all seen the impressive rawhide skin of the Greol- 
hjag demon. The fiend was but a pawn in the schemes that were 
shattered that night. That said, there are two people in this room right 
now that are also responsible for what happened there. Their destinies 
are permanently intertwined, and their path aims to be higher than the 
chasm through which they have crawled. 

“To be candid, | find it an honor and a privilege to be here this 
evening among all of you. It’s a gift and one that | thought to refuse in 
my shame. I’m—l’m not such a monster that | would leave the people 
of Colivar vulnerable to the entities of Unreality, but | just can’t do it 
alone.” 

Hart stood up, “We're all with you, Ara.” 

“Hart, | can’t wait to introduce you to Inquisitor Loeb,” My remark 
stirred a round of laughter from the room. 

Laila leaned in and asked, “Who is Inquisitor Loeb?” 

“A truly frightening man. Don’t go anywhere near him,” | replied. 
“Now, as we've all had a terribly long day, are there any volunteers to 
escort Laila back home?” 

Surprisingly, only Keil’s hand remained down out of all the men 


present. 

| clarified my request, “They will be required to stay the night there.” 

Keil’s hand shot up too, getting a slap to the back of the head from 
Yseria. 

To keep fights from breaking out between sentinels, | walked 
between my seconds, trailing the rest of Company Storm back into the 
Garden of the King. The night markets were full, and the side venues 
were doing a raucous business. | kept a lookout for any familiar, empty 
presences, knowing that there could still be dangerous hands about. 
We circled through the area as one, an axe-laden group that was 
noticed by many. 

Hefting a priceless bundle of exotic leather into Mister Layne’s, | 
handed him a brief list of requirements. Pulling in Hart from the street, 
he took her measurements and promised his crew would immediately 
begin tanning the rawhide into a more resilient leather. He had his own 
secret methods that he assured us would work on even the most 
exotic of skins. 

The Scarred Man made an appearance at the Lucky Star, giving 
room to Laila and Hart as they made their presence known and 
reassuring Dara Brink. Another pair of hands approached, each 
wearing their Coven rings and offering their services to the Scarred 
Man. | deferred to Laila as my second, and she pressed upon them the 
permanent change in the nature of their employment and their path 
before accepting the rings. These weren't a couple of low-level fingers 
or knuckles here. To see the dangerous men fall in line behind Laila’s 
words gave me hope about the future balance of the lower city. 

Before night’s end, Sevin, Hart, Raven, and | escorted Laila home. 
We slept in the private rooms on the second floor of the townhouse, 
Raven and | sharing a room, while Sevin and Hart each had their own. 

HHH 

The following afternoon, we were up and away for a visit to the 
Witches Divine. If anyone could tell me what to do with the dagger, it 
would be Vigaila Grace. 

The front door to Cold Harbor was locked. | pounded on it until 
Glynne finally appeared, looking as if I'd woken her up. 

Glynne handed me a folded letter, telling us that the Divine Mother 


was gone and not expected to return any time soon. She wished me 
well and relocked the door as | stood there, dumbfounded by the news. 
The letter, from the Divine Mother, was another dead end: 


Dear Ara Storm, 


How your House grows! 


With the end of Murderhall, | am off to find my next game. As large 
as this city is, it only has room enough for one Power, and | feel you 
deserve the prize. 


The doors of Cold Harbor will remain closed until | return, if ever. 
Until then, | will remember the touch of your hand and the chase of 
your thoughts. 


And the dagger, well, | would devour its soul, the taste of an 
innocent being beyond my ability to resist. Do with it as you will. 


Your secret remains hidden within me. 


Yours, 
Vigaila Grace 


| handed the letter to Hart, deeply discouraged by the lack of 
information and the disappearance of the witch. With a puzzled look, 
Hart gave it to Raven, who read it out loud. 

That’s right. I’d handed a letter to a blind woman; such was my state 
of frustration and stupidity. 

“Let’s head back to the Garden,” | said, feeling more than a bit ill 
from my dashed hopes and burgeoning embarrassment. 

Raven failed to stifle a laugh. “Was one of your secrets a complete 
lack of awareness?” 

Sevin added his unwanted assessment, “She’s got you there, boss.” 

By the end of the block, we were all laughing hysterically at my gaff, 
and | knew with great certainty that the entire company would know 


about it by the end of the day. 

Playing hurt, | took Hart's hand instead of Raven’s. “Hart sees far 
more than she lets on. Isn’t that right, Hart?” 

Her reply stunned us all, “Raven might not like what I’m going to 
say, but can | keep him? For a day?” 

“Who?” said Raven. 

“Ara.” 

“Why?” 

“Just like he did with the Mother Grace, Ara heals my heart, thaws it 
with his simple touch. That’s what he does.” 

Rae echoed Hart, “That’s what he does?” 

“That's what | do,” | affirmed. “Just ask Laila.” 

Raven squawked, “What!? What did you do with Laila?” 

My head was spinning, trying to find the exit to this awkward 
conversation. 

Hart was eager to make her point. “Haven’t you ever noticed? You 
have more skin time with Ara than anyone. Don't you feel it? Don’t you 
heal?” 

And there it was. Raven and | had been together for months. Yes, 
we’d enjoyed plenty of skin time, and yet her heart didn’t heal, didn’t 
react to my touch. | saw the same picture there every night and every 
morning. Why was that? 

| was desperate for the answer. “Hart, you know why. You can see 
it, can’t you?” 

My suddenly sad sister nodded slowly. “The talismans. With them 
on, you both have a subtle connection and only a subtle connection, 
nothing more. They block Ara’s innate power from flowing between you 
as if Raven needed to be protected from it.” 

| kissed her hand and let go, “Thank you, Hart. | owe you.” 

She frowned at the loss of contact. 

| pulled off my talisman and handed it to Sevin. After a moment’s 
hesitation, Raven did the same and held out her hand. 

There’s a vast difference between awareness and experience, 
between participating and watching. For Raven, it was like the curtain 
rising at the start of a play before she walked on stage. | felt her heart 
jump in eagerness, her desire growing as | unconsciously pulled upon 


her heart with the touch of my hand. 

She gasped, almost in ecstasy as the pent up dam broke; the 
energy, sadness, and tears flowed unhindered. 

We watched in awe as Raven’s heart reacted. Her soul glowed and 
rose again to the surface where it belonged, the feelings of fear and 
inadequacy lost their grip, floating away on the fresh current. The void 
within her began to fill again with love and will and hope. Forgiveness 
blossomed at the edges. 

We stood there for minutes, maybe hours, as | watched Raven’s 
inner rebirth. Even her Kjaira shifted in place, relaxing as if basking in 
the sun, as if | were affecting it too. 

Sevin stepped forward as if to help hold Raven in place. Her body 
swayed, oblivious to the street as the traffic flowed around us. His face 
was full of awe as if he could also sense the healing energy at work. 

To me, it was a start and a sign that | wasn’t merely a destroyer. 
Sure, | was a warlord, but that was only half of it. Given the chance, | 
could heal the world around me. 

| gently pulled Rae forward into my embrace, tasting the salt on her 
cheek, my hand running through her long black hair. 

She wrapped her arms tightly around me. 

| whispered in her ear, “You’re back. I’m not going anywhere, but 
let’s move out of the street.” 

We managed to disentangle, and, still holding hands, we ambled 
forward up the block, making progress back toward the Royal District. 

Sevin stuffed the talismans into my pack, and as far as | was 
concerned, they were on their way to Jared Leeves to be melted down. 

The betrothal, like the talismans, had brought Rae through a rough 
patch but never allowed her to heal. It was an overwrought distraction 
and a hollow promise. 

We were glad to let it drop and start over. 

Still, the dagger rode along, a silent burden in my pack. With no 
solution in sight, | set the conundrum aside and let myself be awed by 
Raven’s renewal. Her broken heart had leaped forward in its healing. 
She was a new person, a gift to everyone around her. 

We spent the rest of the day together, and a part of me wondered if 
| hadn't unlocked her path to returning home. Her estrangement with 


her father, the King of Bastian, all hinged upon Rae and her ability to 
forgive him. 
HHH 

Night settled in the Garden ahead of us. 

Mister Layne’s shop was open, and the proprietor was waiting for 
our arrival. He and his crew had done some magnificent work, first 
presenting five spotted-leather sheaths of drastically different sizes. 
One fit Exile like a glove, the glaive still sitting high across my back as 
usual. The next held Talon in the height of martial fashion. Raven 
loved that we were a matching pair. There’s no truer way to a girl’s 
heart than through her weapon. The other three sleeves were rolled up 
and placed in my pack. 

Lastly, Layne presented a work of art, an exotic, exquisitely cut, 
spotted-leather jacket with reinforced sleeves and a hidden steel mesh 
for protection. Inside, it was lined with a piece of soft, gray silk fabric to 
protect the wearer's skin from the rougher, outer layers. 

“Hart, how does it feel?” | said as the young woman tried it on. 

Hart was still in a bit of a funk from our earlier conversation and the 
afternoon’s events. | had felt her anxiety and disappointment explode 
as she watched Raven transform and was hoping the gift would 
brighten her spirits. Again, | was completely off the mark, and it took 
the sad look on Hart’s face to wake me up to my mistake. 

My inquisitor nodded her approval at the feel of the new jacket but 
couldn't hide her lack of interest. The jacket fit her perfectly, but Hart 
didn’t need a coat for protection. She’d already been damaged, raped, 
and abused as a younger woman and virtually enslaved by the Market 
boss. Her precious insight made her all too self-aware of the limitations 
and walls that locked her in place. With a new life path and new 
connections forming all around her, she lamented her inability to be 
intimate and fully share herself with anyone. 

Just offering her arm to Sevin wasn’t enough for this young woman. 
Why didn’t | give her a book for Saint’s sake? 

Taking inspiration from Saint Yseria, | asked Rae and Sevin to wait 
outside. 

“We need a bit more help here, Master Layne. Would you bring out 
some extra strips of the spotted leather, cut long and thin?” | said. 


“Right away.” He ran back into his workshop. 

| drew my hunting knife and slashed the back of my left hand. 

“Ara, what are you doing?” said Hart. 

“Hart, please take off the jacket. | need to fix it for you.” | pressed 
my hand inside the collar, leaving a spot of blood about the size of my 
thumb. 

Master Layne arrived with four long strips of leather. | wrapped 
them around my cut and let them sit for another minute. | wanted the 
blood to soak in and dry. 

While we waited quietly, | placed my right hand on Hart’s. 

“Why are you smiling?” she asked. 

“You can see that, can’t you? Well, | happen to like watching you 
smile. Are you feeling better?” 

“A little,” she confessed. 

| let go of her hand. 

“What about now?” | asked. 

“Not so much,” she frowned. 

Master Layne watched with curiosity at the game, not 
understanding any of it. 

“Hart, | think I’ve fixed your jacket. Please try it on now.” 

As the jacket’s blood-stained collar reached the back of Hart’s neck, 
she flinched, freezing in place. 

“| forgive you,” she said, looking away from me. 

“For what?” | said. 

She turned back towards me. “What?” 

“| thought you said that you forgive me.” 

My inquisitor’s eyes were bright and brimming. “I wasn’t talking to 
you. But to you, | say ‘thank you.” 

“Are we even now?” 

“Always,” she said, looking around for Sevin as only Hart could, 
waving frantically toward the front door. 

Sevin and Rae hurried back in. 

As Sevin held out his arm to Hart, she leaned forward into his 
embrace—her careful, constant distance gone. He held her close, 
helping her gather herself, his eyes never leaving her face. 

| took Raven’s wrist and tied one bloody, spotted-leather strap 


around it. “So that you won't forget me,” | explained. 

“What would you like me to do with the extra leather?” said Layne. 
“We've got more than a yard left.” 

“Keep it,” | said. 

“Sir, itis priceless. One of a kind.” 

“Then Master Layne, let’s say we’re even and call it a night.” 

HHH 

We sat in Laila’s kitchen, trading freshly baked breakfast rolls and 
spiced tea. Raven was almost in my lap on my left, keeping Laila 
perched on my right at a more socially acceptable distance. We had 
relieved Sentinel Hicks from his turn at maintaining a constant 
presence around Laila. 

| passed Laila the note from Vigaila, wondering what she made of it. 

“’m not sure,” she smiled with a mischievous grin. “| seem to be 
having trouble concentrating today.” 

| sighed and reached across, taking her hand. | felt her pulse settle, 
her anxiety leveled off. | was like a drug for her, but it was working. 
Every day, | found her a little stronger and a little more stable. 

Raven's leg crossed mine beneath the table as she crossed her 
arms on her chest. Everything was as it should be. 

“Now about that note,” | pressed. “What do we do with the dagger? 
You wanted it in the first place, so I’m hoping you would know.” 

“Baron Maltheus wanted it for some Rite of Exile, a trade of some 
sort, one soul for another across the Void. Something bigger and more 
powerful than a Hell-knight, we can assume.” 

“Who was the man that Gambol was converting into a ripper? The 
one with the burn marks all over his face?” 

“Why, why is that important?” said Laila, suddenly showing concern. 

“We still have him locked in a Kingsmen cell.” 

“What!?” Laila stood in a burst of confusion, sadness, and regret. All 
normal emotions for a normal person, and a good sign for the woman’s 
growth. 

“We still have him, comatose, empty. What do we do with him? Kill 
him?” | said. 

“NO!” Laila and Raven yelled in unison. 


Chapter 19 


Homecoming 


A Kingsmen jail isn’t a pleasant place; the smell alone worked hard 
to keep us out. We followed a poorly washed guard to a dank, 
depressing cell in an otherwise empty block. 

“He doesn’t complain,” said the jailer as he unlocked the cell door. 
“Not about the smell, not about the water, nothing.” 

The man’s involuntary bodily functions still worked, but little else. He 
was dying a slow death, though, to my eyes, it appeared that his soul 
was already gone. 

Laila peered over my shoulder as | examined him. 

| asked again, “Who was he, Laila? Someone went through plenty 
of effort to make him unrecognizable. Why would the Coven do that?” 

Laila wasn’t up for answering my questions. Anguish and remorse 
flooded her mind, overloading her still-healing heart. 

| pushed on, “He was bound for the pits as a ripper, where 
hundreds would have seen him. Gambol was playing with his toys 
instead of saving them for the Coven’s official use.” 

“He didn’t give us his name,” she whispered. “He didn’t give us 
anything. We caught him snooping around the Valley one night. He 
wouldn't talk, even after we burned and tortured him, so we sent him to 
Otison to test out the strength of the Greol-hjag under Magnum Hall.” 

“And,” | stood, facing Laila, already knowing what she would say. 

Raven stepped in, seeing my rising anger, “Be kind to your sister, 
Ara. She’s not having a good day, so do what you do and fix it.” 

Rae’s faith in me struck a major chord. 

“He carried an axe, didn’t he? A heavy, two-bladed weapon. He was 


hunting rippers. He was a threat to your operation.” 

Laila nodded, her eyes looking for a way out. 

Boss Sarpa was dead. 

“Laila, give me your hand.” 

She did. 

| pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her. “Today is another 
day for miracles. Let’s go for a third or maybe a fourth this week. 
Raven, please run and get Hart. We'll need her here for this one.” 

| pulled another blood-soaked strap from my hand and tied it to the 
ruined man’s wrist, following my inquisitor’s lead. 

Sorrow’s fang punched into his hand. 

An evil, black smoke billowed from the wound, gushing out, quickly 
filling the small cell. The cloud lacked any physical power, but the 
scent offered a reminder of the peril I’d faced in consuming it. 

We backed out into the corridor and waited. 

Eventually, the black smoke died down, ending in a trickle. Sorrow 
had done its work, and the hazy air was returning to dank. 

The scuff of a boot sounded behind us. Hart and Raven had arrived 
with Sevin while we’d been keeping watch on the dreadful pall that 
bled from our man. 

“So, that’s what a Greol-hjag can do?” said Raven, still bothered by 
the sulfurous stink of it all. 

“That was a fart in a church compared to what a Greol-hjag can do,” 
| shot back. 

“More like a spider’s fart,” said Sevin. His was the more accurate 
take, and he hadn't even seen the black fountain beneath Death 
Valley. 

We didn’t have a chance to laugh at his imagery. 

A raging scream burst from the pitiful cell. 

| dashed back in and pulled Sorrow from the prisoner’s hand. He 
thrashed weakly and shrieked through a throat already raw. 

A miracle had occurred. His soul was present and unclaimed by 
Hell, while his face was a furnace of pain. The untreated burns were 
excruciating as his mind reconnected with the state of his body. His 
weakened heart staggered in response. 

| grabbed his hand and pulled on his flow of pain with everything | 


had. My scars began to smoke as the destructive energy flowed back 
through me, and the man calmed. 

“Hart, please, tell me what you see. Raven, take Laila outside. 
Sevin, run and get a doctor, a good one, better yet, find Yseria and her 
ointment and then a doctor.” 

“No more, no more, no more,” whispered the man. 

| spoke through gritted teeth, the taste of iron filling my mouth, “Hold 
sir, hold. Can you hear me?” 

“He looks clean, present, like his soul never left. Where was he all 
this time?” said Hart. 

“Buried alive by the Greol-hjag’s corruption,” | replied. 

The man’s eyes flickered open. 

“Sir, in the name of the Vigil, who are you?” 

“Walk—,” he coughed. “Walker.” 

We'd all had enough of the cell and the filth, so | lifted him off of his 
cot. He was emaciated, his skin sagging, but he still felt like he 
weighed close to two hundred pounds. | carried him out like a new 
bride and shuffled down the hall toward the exit. 

The jailer saw me coming and opened the door. 

Still smoking as we emerged into a courtyard, | set the man down 
on a stone bench. The fresh breeze did us both a world of good, and 
my head began to clear. 

Hart knelt at my side while Yseria came running with her jar of 
shamanic goodness. 

“He’s all yours, Yser, but please work fast.” | pulled in buckets of 
pain. It’s what | do, but the man’s heart rate began to race again, 
despite my best efforts. I’d felt pain before and even been burned by 
hellfire, but this was non-stop excruciating. “What the Hell did they 
burn him with?!” 

“Ara, you aren't fighting it,” said Hart. “You’re pulling it, but not 
pushing it back. You have to let go of the pain.” 

“| don’t—know how—to do that,” | managed. 

“Done. I'll go get you some water,” said Yseria, standing up and 
running off. 

The man’s horrid face glistened with the soothing paste, and finally, 
the fire of his existence began to recede. His pulse eased. 


| let go of him so | could breathe, knowing he’d feel it like a kick. 

The mystery man gasped, “Who the feth are you?” 

“Ara Storm. And you?” 

“Walker—Grey,” he coughed. 

In the better light, | could tell he wasn’t so young. The dryness of his 
skin, the ragged thickness of his beard, and the age of his scars all told 
the same story, pegging him to be in his mid-thirties. 

“Who's the pretty one?” he said, looking over my shoulder. 

My mood was still a bit overcooked. | responded in a suitably surly 
manner, “My sister, why?” 

“She’s staring.” 

“She’s blind,” | said, still not pleased. “And with your face, that’s a 
plus.” 

The man’s face was puckered with blotches of gray and white 
deadness mixed with a thick mask of orange and yellow blisters. The 
Coven had meant to torture him, not kill. 

Walker Grey seemed to consider my response. He rolled onto his 
side, laughing and coughing his lungs out. For a man that was literally 
death warmed over, he didn’t seem to have a care. 

The man’s mind was frantic, jumpy, and | couldn’t pin him down. For 
all | knew, he had lost most of his sanity over the last week of torture 
and the Hell induced coma. 

“Is he still with us?” | asked Hart. | noticed that she wasn’t wearing 
her new jacket. 

She nodded as if in shock. 

A doctor finally arrived and took charge of the man. | backed away 
as several Kingsmen carried Grey to the infirmary. 

| peeled off another strap from my hand and tied it around Hart’s 
wrist. 

The young woman relaxed with the touch of the blood-soaked 
leather. 

“Hart, | can make more of these. But soon, | don’t believe you'll 
need them.” 

“I’m your sister for real now, aren’t |?” she said. “You didn’t like the 
way that strange man was looking at me.” 

“Of course, and I’m glad your bodyguard wasn’t here to see it. We 


both know that I’m far more easy going than Sevin.” 

Yser returned, doused my singed shirt with water, and quickly 
administered her first aid to my raw Vigil scars. 

| used the wet shirt to wipe the blood off my face and responded to 
Yseria’s stare, “What’s wrong? You’ve seen my scars before.” 

“Where is your talisman? Why aren't you wearing it?” she said. 

| reached into my pouch and pulled out both silver talismans. 
“Raven and | have decided to end our betrothal. The talismans block 
our connection more than they help.” 

A gift from King Ylamil, the silver amulets had forged my formal 
betrothal to Rae at a time when she was in dire need of a connection. 
By ending the edict, we’d decided to define our own relationship 
without the help of House Ylamil or its dark elf shamans. 

“Does Andy know?” she said. 

“We haven't mentioned it to him, but how could he not?” 

Yser’s mind clouded with the implications. “You seem fine with it.” 

“If you could truly see how it helped Rae, you would be fine with it, 
too. Besides, we’ve always been too young and inexperienced to have 
such a formal commitment. King Ylamil will have to accept it for the 
time being.” 

As we all walked up the stairs at Sturgess Hall, the week’s miracles 
ran past me. 

“Yser, Laila has been teaching me about openness and honesty 
and the bonds that it can create. When | put that leather necklace on 
you for the first time last week, outside Cold Harbor, who were you 
forgiving?” 

Yseria took a moment to answer, her mouth suddenly dry. | felt 
Hart’s interest stir to my left. 

Yser finally replied, “Jordarion.” 

Her grief was only a hint of what it once was at the thought of her 
former betrothed—an elf that had given his life to save hers. 

“Thank you for sharing that,” | said. “As a reward, please take these 
talismans to Andarion and let him know that we don’t want them 
anymore.” 

Yseria smiled, “Ara Storm, that sounds like a purely evil task. | will 
take care of it immediately.” 


That left me standing alone in the living room with Hart. The rest of 
the gang had scattered. 

“Don’t you want to ask me the same question?” she prodded. 

“No,” | replied, pretending to have no interest, trying extra hard not 
to smile in the face of her eagerness. 

“You know that | can see when you’re lying to me, don’t you?” 

“Hart, you know that your brother has been extra slow lately. | think 
I’ve had a rough week. But yes, | would like to know who you forgave 
last night. | could see a change take hold in you.” 

“My mother,” she blurted out. “She died and left me before | could 
ever know her and before | could ever defend myself.” 

| was sure that that was something | also needed to do for the 
person that donated me to the church in Lockrun when | was seven, 
but to see the effect it had on Hart was inspiring. 

“Brave Hart, you are ahead of me on that front. Maybe sometime 
soon, | will get a chance to reflect and forgive. And when | do, you will 
be my example and my strength.” 

“Ara, in case you didn’t know, you’re having a slow day because of 
all the connections you’re feeding. That’s why | took off my new jacket. 
| didn’t want to drain you any more than necessary. The connection 
you have with Laila—it’s working, but it is also permanent. It demands 
energy and attention from you every day. You saved her life, and in 
doing so, you gave me an older sister. So, thank you for being brave.” 

“And Sevin, what about him?” | waggled my eyes at her. 

“You're making some goofy face at me right now, aren’t you?” she 
said. 

“Just answer the question.” | was heading for a nap right after this. 

“What’s not to like about him? | think | scare him with my 
vulnerability, but after last night | feel like | will finally be able to return 
his affection.” 

“Why does it seem like Sevin’s always one step ahead with where 
he ought to be?” 

“You noticed that too? Well, he has a touch of clear sight, gives him 
the ability to anticipate things and prepare for them. For a blind 
woman, that makes a huge difference. How well does he fight?” 

“Like he usually knows where the next strike is coming from before 


it happens. With his strength and expertise, it gives him an edge, 

especially against demons which are always faster and first to strike.” 
“Except with you,” she corrected. “They aren’t quicker than you.” 
“Even on a slow day like today.” 


Chapter 20 
The Grey Walker 


The nap was great with Raven tucked in beside me, her leg draped 
across mine. Even fully clothed, she fed my desire, and we fed our 
hearts. The banging on our door wouldn't stop, so | crawled out of bed 
to find out if the mansion were on fire. 

It had better be. 

Rae murmured, “Is the house on fire or something?” 

She was my girl. 

Keil. 

“It’s Keil.” 

“Oh.” 

“Keil, is the manor ablaze?” 

“No, but there’s an urgent situation with the Kingsmen. Bailiff 
Bregman asked if you could visit the infirmary immediately.” 

“Grey again?” | said. 

Keil offered a sharp nod. 

I'd been putting off dealing with the brash burned man for the past 
three days, having more pressing issues to address, one of them being 
Raven and rest, and Laila, and the orphanage project, and the dagger, 
and training, and security—you get the picture. 

Physically, Grey was recovering well, even able to walk around a 
bit, but he was being held in the Kingsmen infirmary until the doctors 
thought it safe to release him. I’d visited him once since he’d come 
back from the dead, and Grey still seemed like a loose sail flapping in 
a storm above the deck of a sinking ship. 

| whispered back to Rae, “Would you like to join me?” 


“Take Yseria. She likes her Ara time.” The new Raven seemed to 
sparkle in my mind. 

| threw on my vest and belted on my usual weapons plus the heavy 
vambrace to protect my left arm. My right arm was almost fully healed 
of its Infernal scalding, and it sported an exotic leopard pattern tan. 

| went with it. 

“Who’s with who today?” | asked my bodyguard as we headed 
downstairs. 

“Mott is with Laila until Captain Price gets off of his shift this 
afternoon. Gunner is guarding Judge Small. Hicks, Andy, and Keil are 
training with Volk and a section of Kingsmen.” 

“Hart and Sevin?” 

“Visiting the Garden. Dara Brink needed some help.” 

“What say you and | take a visit to my aunt after we’re done with 
Grey?” 

Laila, legally my sister, had picked up on our difference in age and 
started calling me her nephew as a way to needle me. She was 
healing well, so | was fine with it. If it helped keep our late night 
honesty sessions to a minimum, even better. 

Yseria gave me an elbow. “Is it me, or are you getting into older 
women? We both know | have a few years on you if that helps.” Yser 
was another one that loved to pull at my eighteen-year-old libido. 

| might have to light myself on fire again sometime soon. Cold baths 
weren't cutting it. 

“Let’s see what’s up with Walker Grey and try to get things sorted 
once and for all,” | said, changing subjects with the best of them. 

We were let into the secure wing of the Kingsmen’s infirmary. 

The orderly asked, “You with the Vigil? Grey says he’s a member of 
the Order of the Vigil and wants to be let out—says we have no right to 
hold him here.” 

“How’s his health?” 

“He’s gone from the brink of death to walking around nonstop. He 
says that he wants to start training, rebuilding himself from his ordeal. 
He’s back to eating solid food today.” 

“That seems fair,” | said. “What’s the catch?” 

“He still forgets himself—loses focus at times, can’t remember his 


own name, and that sort of thing.” 

“| do that far too often myself. How’s his face?” 

“Healing ugly. Not pain-free, but we’re keeping it treated and 
bandaged. We haven't given him a mirror yet.” 

Walker Grey sat up on his bed as we walked in. He smelled clean 
and untainted. His face was mostly covered in white cotton wraps. 

“You wanted to see me,” | said. 

“| asked for someone from the Order of the Vigil. Who the Hell are 
you? And who is that sweet morsel on your shoulder?” 

This time, | went with it. 

“Mister Grey, you don’t have the slightest notion of how delightful 
my bodyguard can be. Sweet doesn’t begin to describe her.” | winked, 
earning a nudge from Yser. 

“Well, I’m wondering why a kid like you would need a beauty like 
that as a bodyguard.” 

“She also works for the Judge of Maidenhall in a similar capacity. 
Notice the scar on her forehead, fresh from a ripper’s blade.” 

“Looks like a beauty mark to me,” said Grey. 

Our common ground began to appear. 

| pressed for the truth, “What were you doing in the Death Valley 
gorge a fortnight ago?” 

“That place stinks. It’s crawling with demons. | was investigating. 
Killed one of those black-eyed bastards before they swarmed me.” 

“You went in by yourself? You would’ve needed a Vigil army to 
clean that place out.” 

“Well, since there isn’t a Vigil or their army stationed in Maidenhall, | 
figured someone had to check it out and report back. That’s why | can’t 
sit here. I’ve got to get word back to the Order.” 

“You’re a sentinel-scout? Who’s your Warden? Who’s your Vigil?” | 
said. 

“I’m the Grey Walker! | don’t report to anyone unless the situation 
calls for it. You don’t see me sitting on my ass in Stonnberg or 
Westport, waiting on the duke or Vigil Snow to call me to arms.” 

“He reminds me of Cynan Black,” whispered Yser. 

Grey’s eyes seemed to flare in recognition. “What did she say? 
Cynan the Fething Black? That devil-filled bastard. Who do you think 


gave him his name?” 

“Umm, you?” | said. 

“Fething right.” 

“And who named you ‘The Grey Walker?” | had one good guess in 
mind. 

“Cynan the Black. He couldn’t leave it alone, could he?” said Grey. 

“Cynan and | aren't all that close, so | wouldn’t know,” | replied. 

“He stabbed him,” said Yser. 

“Stabbed who?” said Grey. 

“Cynan the Fething Black,” | replied, deadpan. 

“Cynan stabbed you? Well, you probably deserved it, the way you 
waste a man’s time,” said Grey. “Did | mention the demons at the 
gate? The need for the Paladins to mount up and get off their hairy 
behinds?” 

Yser suddenly took over, proving again my great foresight in 
bringing her along. She calmly walked around to stand beside Walker 
Grey, then turned on him, yelling, “Get a fething grip!” 

Before he could react, she slapped him across his forehead, hard, 
stunning him beyond words. With the man’s fresh burns, that had to 
hurt. 

Yseria smartly took a step back and continued her attack. “Ara 
stabbed Cynan Black, you fether! And there aren’t any more fething 
demons at the gate. The Vigil wiped out the entire population of Death 
Valley last week while you were sleeping. 

“And speaking of sleeping, there is only one reason you are awake 
right now instead of feeding the worms in some Coven compost pit. 
That man standing behind me pulled the Black from your soul. He ate 
the pain as the nerve endings in your face reconnected to your mind 
and your heart tried to beat itself to death in your chest.” 

Yser paused for a breath before finishing her tirade, “Are we clear, 
Mister Grey, whoever the FETH you are?” 

Not one to be completely cowed by anyone, Walker Grey did his 
best to process what Yser said. | could sense his confusion jostling 
with hope. 

“There’s a Vigil in Maidenhall?” said Grey. 

“We arrived a fortnight ago. The Judge of Maidenhall requested our 


presence here after my ascension this summer,” | replied. “My name is 
Ara Storm. My friends call me Ara. Judge Small addresses me as Vigil 
Ara Storm.” 

“Well, feth me.” Grey scooted off the bed and offered me an honest 
bow. “And you really stabbed Cynan Black?” 

“| did. Black needed it.” 

“| bet he fething did. Been saying that for years. Where’d you get 
him?” 

| held up my right hand, showing the fresh puncture scar front and 
back. “I gave him one just like this,” | said, feeding his mirth. “But don’t 
go running to Stonnberg to rub it in.” 

“Why is that?” he asked eagerly. 

“First, because | stabbed you too, and you needed it a hell of a lot 
more than Paladin Black. Second, because Cynan Black is no longer 
in Stonnberg. He’s stationed in Lockrun, defending the Northeast 
territory from any demon incursions with a half-company of sentinel- 
adepts.” 

Grey looked over his own bandaged hand. “I was wondering about 
the fresh wound. Well, if there were a man for a job like that, it would 
be Cynan Black.” 

“Another thing you should know,” | added calmly, “Il have a small 
company. We are now permanently based in Maidenhall, but we’re 
troubleshooters and go wherever we're needed. | could always use 
another experienced hand.” 

“When you say small, how small?” he spoke calmly for once. 

“Ten, besides me.” 

“Are you saying that you took out that entire demon-ridden Valley 
with only ten men?” 

“No, my company was forbidden to enter the Valley. It would have 
been suicide, as you now know. | went in alone, just like you.” 

“So how many did you kill?” Grey’s disbelief was as clear as the 
cotton on his face. 

That was still a hard question for me to answer. 

Yser stepped in again, “Everyone. Ara killed everyone.” 

Walker looked puzzled, and | didn’t blame him. 

“Everyone?” he echoed. 


Was that a hint of fear in his voice? 

“He wiped the Valley clean, killing thirty-one demons and almost 
five hundred Coven agents in the process. Those numbers have been 
confirmed by both the Kingsmen and the Royal Army.” 

Walker sat back down on his bed, unable to wrap his wrapped head 
around that. 

“| will gladly let you speak with Inquisitor Hart if you have any 
doubts. You might remember her from the other day,” | said. 

“That cute waif with the short brown hair?” Grey replied. 

“That young woman is my sister, and her boyfriend looks like a 
younger version of you, so I'd treat her with the utmost care and 
respect.” 

“| will,” he nodded. “I meant no disrespect to her or your bodyguard. 
| don’t spend much time around people and don’t have much practice 
talking to the fairer sex.” 

“You had a mother, didn’t you?” | said. 

“No, sir.” 

“Well, that makes two of us, and I’ve learned. There’s something 
about having your life depend on someone else that teaches you 
kindness and respect.” 

“I’m a Walker. | don’t depend on anyone but myself.” 

| gazed at the leather strip still tied to his wrist. The pull there was 
strong and explained a great deal of my recent fatigue. 

“| felt the same when | walked into Death Valley last week. When 
you’re fighting alone, it’s all about you and your weapons. You do 
whatever it takes.” 

| could see he understood that. 

“But afterward,” | continued, “you need those around you to find you 
and help you recover from the inhumanity that you faced. Don’t you 
agree, Master Grey?” 

After a moment's consideration, he nodded, “Yes, Sir.” 

A Greol-hjag can bring life-changing experiences. 

“My name is Ara,” | said, holding out my hand. 

“Jackson,” he responded with a firm grip. “But my friends just call 
me Grey.” 

“Now, do you want to start training and meet some of my team, or 


not?” 

“Sure, let’s get to it. What do | have to do to get out of here?” 

“I'll bring you to my second, and she'll get you sorted straight away. 
And a small warning, we often practice as we fight, with live blades, so 
| wouldn't piss her off.” 

“| seem to be short of a blade at the moment,” he said anxiously. 

“Well, I’m sure I'll have something for you to use.” 


Chapter 21 


Homecomings 


“She’s a predator,” Walker Grey murmured as we walked outside to 
the training yard at Sturgess Courthouse. 

Grey had somehow noticed the Kjaira embracing Raven’s heart. 
The man had a touch of clear sight, and it made me wonder what the 
talented Doctor Loeb had seen in Rae. Snow’s inquisitor had never 
mentioned anything to me about it. 

Grey and | were finding plenty of common ground to share. | think 
he was in love with my second, the awe and adoration immediately 
apparent. 

Raven had that effect on others, more so now that her heart was 
closer to being whole. Her charisma and confidence had returned. Her 
presence had become that of a true princess with a deadly blade. 

We approached the group of sentinels and Kingsmen as they were 
finishing up their training for the afternoon. Sergeant Volk had them 
stretching out as part of their cool down process. 

Carrying a long, leather weapon bag over my shoulder, | called out, 
“Sergeant Volk, | have a fresh recruit for you.” 

Volk did a double-take and strode over to us. “I’m not sure that | can 
train a ghost,” he said with a laugh. “Shouldn’t we be handing this man 
a shovel so he can get the grave fully dug before he falls into it?” 

“You recognize Walker Grey?” | said in surprise. 

Grey’s bandages were still a mask. 

“You don’t ever forget those eyes. Well met, Walker Grey. Are you 
here to train us?” 

“As you so kindly pointed out, | need some exercise and something 


heavy to swing at your head.” Grey didn’t sound angry. 

“| think I’ve got just the thing for you,” | said, opening the weapon 
bag. “Since you happened to lose your axe in Death Valley, I’ve 
decided to give you an upgrade.” 

| pulled out a four-foot-long hellsword; the newly wrapped, spotted- 
leather grip matched the sheath and, oddly enough, the skin of my 
right arm. Its twin was currently traveling to Lockrun via the King’s 
Royal Courier Service and would be there within a week. 

“Meet Ber’yl,” | said as everyone gathered around. “I’m not sure you 
can lift her yet, but she seems like a suitable training partner. What do 
you think, Walker Grey?” 

He examined the weapon. “Why the name Ber’yl?” 

“From what I’ve been told, an Infernal Prince named her, the name 
meaning ‘Night’s Bane.” 

“Poetic. | like it.” Grey pulled the heavy blade from its sheath with 
one hand. 

We all took a couple of steps back at that. The combination of 
Grey’s presence, the intensity of his blue eyes, and that dark sword 
called everyone’s survival instincts to the surface. 

“I’ve never held one like it. Where’d you get it?” he said. 

“Death Valley. They had a sale going on last week, so | picked up a 
pair.” 

“There were Hell-knights in Maidenhall!?” 

“Only two,” | said. “They were used to control the rippers.” 

Grey stared back, offering me a growl, “Only two.” He didn’t ask for 
more. 

| had a few more things to share. “Everyone, please notice the 
sword’s sheath and the grip. If you ever see a demon sporting that 
pattern or something like it, you run the feth away and find me as fast 
as you can. That is an order. Those demons are used to create 
rippers, and the one in the Garden of the King should have killed 
Master Grey.” 

As to why it hadn't, well, that was still a mystery to me. 

Sevin and Hart walked up during my lecture. Hart was wearing her 
new jacket, and | could see everyone’s eyes go wide in either 
amusement or awe. 


“My sister isn’t a demon, so put your weapons down. Greol-hjag 
demons aren't quite that pretty.” 

That got me a warm hug from Hart, leaving everyone speechless for 
a moment. Sevin smiled and shrugged, reminding me of another 
weapon. 

“As terrifying as Ber’y! will be in the sure hands of Walker Grey, 
remember that there are plenty of dark threats in all shapes and sizes,” 
| said, drawing Sorrow. 

Grey took a step back. 

| chuckled, “Ber’y/ recognizes her bane, Master Grey. Have you 
ever seen a Kjaira demon in the flesh?” 

“The answer is obvious by the fact that I’m still alive today,” he 
replied. 

“Master Grey, as a Walker, you may come across another one of 
these fangs, and as Vigil Storm, | expect you to protect and aid the 
bearer with your life. Am | understood?” 

Grey nodded. 

“| have one more weapon to show today, a gift, for someone | hold 
dear.” 

Reaching into my bag, | removed the masterwork, double-bladed 
axe that I’d recovered from Death Valley. | could feel Grey’s envy, his 
heart pulled by the sight of his old weapon in my hands, but he held his 
tongue. 

“My inquisitor must have the utmost protection, so | offer her the 
finest weapon that | have. As this axe is a bit on the heavy side, | think 
it prudent that Sevin carries it for her. What do you say, Master Grey?” 

As a seasoned warrior, Walker Grey knew that he was being 
played, but he was also impressed with my little show, and, in his 
mind, he still owed me plenty. “I'd say she’s a perfect fit for him.” 

Hitt 

Mott Duncan would be leading a full platoon of fresh recruits back to 
Berykholt for training. The forty young men came mostly from the 
Lower Districts of Maidenhall, though we did manage to pull in a 
couple from the upper classes and military. There were brave souls 
everywhere to be found. They would join the newly forming autumn 
class. My Vigil sponsorship paid for every recruit’s kit. 


| sent a letter along with Mott for Sergeant Caleb Masterson, 
promising another platoon every quarter if he gave me first dibs on any 
exceptional recruits that came his way. 

Raven had given Mott a satchel of official-looking letters, and | 
added a note to Lynda Snow promising to attend her twentieth birthday 
celebration this winter and formally requesting that afterward, she join 
us in Maidenhall as our liaison to the Realm. 

’'d used some of our extra Coven-provided funds to set up 
permanent Storm Company accounts at several important businesses 
in the city, including the best blacksmiths, tailors, tanners, and 
cobblers. The company’s members would want for nothing if | could 
help it, and | would be working a deal for horses this week if all went 
well. 

We packed and mounted up. We’d only be spending a couple of 
days on the road, our destination being Lord Kitchens’ estate. After a 
month of trying to solve the riddle of the dagger, | had finally recalled 
something that Chale’aan had told me in explaining his soul’s 
connection to his weapon. 

A soul always found its way home. 

So, | decided to bring Harlan’s soul home, hoping that it would 
recognize the real thing and leave the cursed dagger. 

Raven, Sevin, and Hart would be making the trip with me, along 
with our elven bodyguards. The thought of a few days of fresh autumn 
air outside the city had us all in high spirits. 

Raven, Hart, and Yseria continued to wear their blood-soaked 
wristbands, using them more as fashion statements than a source of 
healing. They’d all come a long way, and the tug on my soul’s energy 
was minimal. Laila still needed hers, but more and more others were 
stepping into her life to fill the gaps. The healthier she became, the 
more she drew in what she needed without any help from me. 

Our short trip away from Maidenhall would be a good indication of 
where she stood and a much needed test. We were planning a 
recruiting trip to Berykholt in the winter and another to Dungarr out 
east in the spring to visit Vigil Thorn. 

With the help of Gideon Weeks, Laila had combed through my 
salvaged stack of Coven deeds and blanketly distributed any not 


having the name of Mayor Jenko Waxman back to the original owners. 
In the cases where the original deed owner was deceased, we added 
another property to the Scarred Man School and Orphanage fund. The 
significant properties in Waxman’s name were kept and managed, 
traded, or sold with the help of Gideon Weeks. Laila had more than 
enough responsibilities to keep herself busy with the School’s opening 
next week and her burgeoning position as a conduit between the over 
and underworlds of Maidenhall—the Gold and the Gray. 

Gideon had also worked a side project for me, secretly acquiring a 
defunct, out-of-the-way tavern in the Garden, not too far from Magnum 
Hall. It wasn’t in the heart of the Garden zone, and you had to know 
the right alley to take to enter it, but it was cleaner and safer than other 
local bars, had all the usual secret amenities, and it even offered a loft 
apartment on the second floor for the owner. After a thorough 
renovation, the Scarred Man Pub opened its doors with a pair of 
former Coven hands behind the bar. 

My aim was a neutral location where persons above and below the 
table of Maidenhall could mix, and the tavern soon found a following 
with the Garden locals as well as a few Kingsmen and Royal Guard. 
Anyone with a Vigil Storm pin drank there for free. Its anonymous 
owner wasn’t planning on making a profit with it anytime soon. 

After more than a month of healing and training, Walker Grey had 
regained everything but his looks, so | sent him on a long errand, 
asking him to scout the northern reaches from Berykholt to Lockrun. | 
could tell he was itching for the road when he traded me his wrist strap 
for a Vigil Storm pin, but he promised to check in every once in a while. 

| think he appreciated my willingness to back him up on whatever 
he found, and | was doubly sure he still pined for Raven. 

Over the past month of rigid training, Grey had bonded with his new 
sword, and | swear it had changed its shape to fit his dominant style of 
attack—more a broadsword than a longsword. Grey always pretended 
not to notice any difference. 

| never asked him how he did it. 

We said our goodbyes to Mott a day and a half out of Maidenhall 
and turned east down the road toward Lord Kitchens’ immense farm. 

We'd discussed the possibility of Andarion going with Mott and 


traveling onward to Bastian to reconnect with the Elven King and his 
family. | wanted news of their situation, and they deserved an update 
on Raven’s condition. Andy was reluctant to leave Rae’s side, and | 
didn’t press the issue. | valued his loyalty. Raven sent a letter instead, 
routing it northward through Berykholt. 

Lord Kitchens and his wife, Amaranda, were surprised to see us 
and even more so after we explained the reason for our visit. As | 
showed them the dark dagger, Lady Kitchens broke down in tears, 
claiming to have dreamt many times over the past month of Harlan 
holding the exact same weapon. She always saw him standing silently 
under the majestic Banded Oak tree that guarded the front of their 
manor home. 

| had known the dagger longer than I’d known Harlan himself. What 
had first been a detestable object, a vile corruption of our reality, had 
grown on me just as Harlan had in life. Now, holding the dagger, | felt 
the insistent pulse of his being and the spike of his energy at being 
home. 

“He’s there, knocking,” said Hart. “Perhaps we should go outside.” 

As we went out the front door, the whole family joined us. Harlan’s 
sisters, both older and younger, held their mother’s hand. The Oak 
spread its branches for thirty feet in every direction across the front 
lawn, its ample shade a boon. 

Lord Kitchens pointed out Harlan’s initials, etched into the tree when 
the boy was six, and an impression entered my mind, a warm feeling 
like a promise fulfilled. 

Using the dagger, | carefully dug a shallow circle through the bark 
around the HK. As | closed the loop, | pushed, offering a small, soulful 
breeze, dislodging the feather that was perched there in my mind. It 
jumped from the tip of the knife and fluttered once around the Oak 
before settling on its trunk. 

“Ara, you did it,” whispered Hart. “You pushed, and he jumped. | 
think you should stand back.” 

A strong breeze arose around us as a flight of barn swallows 
appeared, dozens of the lively birds circling and weaving about the 
tree and then, after about a minute, dancing off into the distance. 

“Did everyone see that?” | asked, unsure about what just happened 


and whether or not it was real. 
“We did,” said Lord Kitchens. “We did.” 


Coming Next: 
Sorrow’s Twin 
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